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Singapore’s Bilingual Policy: The ideological construction of the 
Singapore Malay identity in the globalized world 
By Yurni Irwati Mohamed Said 
 
 In Singapore’s globalized economy founded on the ideology of meritocracy 
built on neoliberal principle of self-reliance, English is privileged as a language for 
economic progress while Malay as the state-assigned mother tongue for the Malay 
community. This study aims to investigate the relationship between Singapore’s 
bilingual policy, touted to be instrumental to Singapore’s remarkable economic 
progress in only five decades, and ethnic identity construction by studying how 
official discourse conditions the interactional practices of bilingual Malays in their 
everyday construction and performance of ethnicity in global city-state where Malays 
are a minority ethnic group. However, it must be noted that the fluidity of 
interactional acts cannot be investigated with the expectation of much stability and 
making generalizations about what Malay Singaporeans do, which is something that 
this dissertation does not seek to do. Rather, it seeks to understand the effects that 
official discourse may have on the self-positioning of Malay Singaporeans.  
 Official discourse and published statistics concerning the Malays contribute to 
the circulation of Malay stereotypes with regard to socioeconomic and educational 
backwardness. These images get evaluated and treated as aligned with particular 
social figures of personhood (Agha 2005: 39) where specific language behaviour and 
competence are seen as indexing certain sociological attributes of ethnicity and class. 
All these contribute towards the social positioning of Malays. This is reinforced by 
the predominant use of Malay as home language of the community that may give the 
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impression of Malays as monolingually Malay-speaking as opposed to being bilingual 
in English and Malay as envisaged by Singapore’s bilingual policy, especially in light 
of Singapore’s capitalistic market economy. 
 This ethnographically-informed and multi-sited study entails a language 
ideological analysis of official statements about the Malay language and language 
policy that triangulates the discourse analysis of data from participant observations 
and interviews from a micro-business programme conducted by a Muslim self-help 
organization and a Malay dance group. The top-down imposition of standard 
pronunciation of Malay in response to fears of language shift and falling Malay 
standards raises questions of relevance and authenticity as it stigmatizes the Johor-
Riau variety spoken for generations and distances the Malay community from the 
very language that is supposed to be its linguistic identity marker.  
As Malays increasingly align their aspirations with the cosmopolitan and 
neoliberal ideals of the state, and as they negotiate their ethnoreligious stance towards 
the state’s less positive construance of the community as non-integrative and distinct, 
the truncated English repertoire of some participants only serves to accentuate their 
peripheral position further, while the Malay competence of the English-dominant 
participants potentially invites disapproval from the Malay community. This 
mismatch between their expectations and perceived linguistic competence in either 
language gives rise to linguistic anxiety with social implications in terms of how their 
linguistic capital and discursive strategies eventually positions them in society. And 
given the polarizing tendencies of globalization, symbolic capital possession or the 
lack of it will have implications on their social and spatial mobility despite the 
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 Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
 Singapore’s thriving globalized economy founded on the ideology of 
meritocracy and conservative aversion to welfare provision privileges industriousness, 
talents and competence. In this cosmopolitan global city-state that boasts economic 
and political stability, multiculturalism gets defined through broad ethnolinguistic 
delineation of the supposedly founding ethnic communities of the island, i.e., the 
Malays, Chinese, Indians and the minority ‘Others’ as monolithic blocs, largely 
ignoring the diversity that exists within each community. This conception and 
subsequent management of its ethnic diversity structure Singapore’s nation-building 
narrative that emphasizes meritocracy and racial harmony as crucial to Singapore’s 
survivability. 
Such construance of ethnicity, however, has its implications on how each 
ethnic community gets portrayed. The Malays as a minority ethnic group frequently 
gets homogeneously typecast as underachieving and the least integrative of all the 
major ethnic groups in Singapore, and this salience arises out of the state’s 
preoccupation with ethnicity delineation. The bilingual policy, with its emphasis on 
English language, has been implemented post-independence to manage Singapore’s 
multicultural and multilingual population that is a crucial resource in ensuring 
Singapore’s competitive edge over many competing economies globally. However, 
the seemingly uneven performance of the different ethnic communities in terms of 
socioeconomic achievements brings much anxiety to the seemingly underachieving 




1.1 Aims of study 
This dissertation aims to investigate the relationship between Singapore’s 
bilingual policy and the Malay identity construction by studying how official 
discourse conditions the interactional practices of bilingual Malays in their everyday 
construction and performance of ethnicity in global city-state where Malays are a 
minority ethnic group. Given Singapore’s political and economic interconnectedness 
with the rest of the world, this study seeks to show the kinds of subjectivities that 
arise as a result of the state’s management of ethnicity through examining the self-
identification strategies that Singapore Malays, who are almost entirely Muslims, 
employ. In doing so, it hopes to address the inequalities and difficulties that the Malay 
community in Singapore faces due to dominant ideologies about Malayness. This is 
especially pertinent because of two factors: first, Singapore’s position as a global city 
with neoliberal ideals that shun the very idea social welfare that accompany the state’s 
emphasis on meritocracy, and second, the multicultural, cosmopolitan outlook that 
constitutes Singapore’s nation-building narrative which frames the state’s discourse 
on ethnic integration, something that the Malay community is said to lack. 
 
1.1.2  Research questions 
In order to examine the impact of Singapore’s language policy on the Malay 
community’s identity construction as spelt out in the aims of this study, this 
dissertation seeks to answer the following research questions outlined below: 
a. How does official discourse on Malayness and the Malay language position 
the Malay community in Singapore? 
This question is concerned with the prevailing images of Malayness, beliefs 
about Malay language that get circulated and deployed in state discourse, and 
! $!
how this circulation of images form particular constructions of Malay identity 
by the state.  
b. What interactional practices or discursive strategies do bilingual Malay 
participants employ as they align or disalign themselves from such 
positionings? 
This second question looks at the micro-level mundane interactions that are 
conditioned by particular constructions of Malayness, and how these 
interactions become ideological sites in which speakers either internalize or 
contest particular social positionings they are subject to. 
c. How do these different positionings of Malayness give rise to linguistic 
insecurity and the reproduction of peripherality of Malays? 
This question seeks to show how the macro-level policy issues and the micro-
level interactions are integrated, and explores how this can bring about social 
and economic implications to speakers. 
 
To answer these questions, the approach taken in this dissertation consists of a 
language ideological analysis of official discourses on the Malay community and the 
Malay language, and an ethnographically-informed linguistic analysis of spoken data. 
The analysis of official discourse serves to inform the linguistic analysis of spoken 
data of Singapore Malays in terms of how circulating stereotypes about Malays and 
beliefs about language shape speakers’ identity performance and construance. The 
ethnographically-informed linguistic analysis seeks to show the centrality of speaker’s 
subjectivity in assessing how language policy issues implicate on identity 
constructions, rather than make generalizable statements about what Singapore 
Malays do in their identity construction.  
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Primarily, this study is concerned with the effects that official discourse might 
have on the self-positioning of Singapore Malays, bearing in mind the complex 
sociocultural and ideological settings that they operate in. Such investigation makes 
visible speakers’ linguistic anxiety brought about by their perceived lack of linguistic 
resources as they manage the different subject positions they occupy that are 
explained by the same set of ideologies underlying Singapore’s bilingual policy. As 
an added perspective to language policy research, this ground-up analysis highlights 
speakers’ struggle to balance the expectations of Singapore’s bilingual policy and 
meritocratic ideals. This dimension of affect, and its link to social and economic 
implications on speakers problematize the state’s functional polarization of languages 
of English and the (official) mother tongue languages. 
 
1.2  Singapore’s globalized economy and its bilingual policy 
 When Singapore’s first prime minister, Lee Kuan Yew, first conceived the 
bilingual policy following Singapore’s independence from Malaya in 1965, Singapore 
was well-positioned for its political and economic relations on the international stage 
despite its lack of natural resources through the adoption of English as the language of 
governance, trade and commerce, as well as the main medium of instruction. To quote 
S Iswaran, then Senior Minister For Trade and Industry, as well as Education, in his 
opening address of a public forum on Singapore’s languages and Literatures in 20091: 
“Post-independence, the Government realized that Singapore’s economic 
future lay in attracting foreign investment, and investing in people, our only 
natural resource. As the global language of education, commerce and !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Opening Address by Mr S Iswaran, Senior Minister for Trade and Industry, and Education at the SIM 
University Public Forum: “Crossing Cultures, Bridging Minds: A Role for Singapore’s Languages and 
Literatures” on Saturday, 15 August 2009. Retrieved from http://www.Ministry of 
Education.gov.sg/media/speeches/2009/08/15/opening-address-by-mr-s-iswara.php  
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technology, English was not just a convenient colonial inheritance—it has 
played a crucial role in our economic development. Complementary to the 
Mother Tongues, the English language also serves as the lingua franca in 
Singapore—a common, unifying and neutral tool to facilitate communication 
and mutual understanding.” 
 
With an underlying instrumentalist motivation (Wee, 2003), Singapore adopts 
a favourable stance towards English as a capital that facilitates its participation in the 
global economy. Unlike the other languages spoken in Singapore, English possesses 
much linguistic market value, and its adoption as Singapore’s working language is 
thus positioned by the state as an ‘investment’ in its people. This works well as one of 
the guiding principles for Singapore’s policy-making – meritocracy – that implies an 
emphasis on self-reliance. As a young nation that needs to prove itself through capital 
accumulation, self-reliance is crucial towards ensuring productivity, and hence, 
economic progress. Essentially, this means that instead of supporting people because 
of who they are, those who are the brightest and most talented should be rewarded 
(Tan, 2008, p. 22; Moore, 2000, p. 353). In fact, a neoliberal ideology underlies the 
state’s focus on retraining of workers to create self-reliant subjects (Liow, 2012, p. 
243), deriving from a ‘market’ rationality that privileges meritocracy, competition and 
individual hard work, as well as emphasizes one’s need to self-regulate so as to be 
economically advantageous or worthy. Such economic policies for growth 
overshadow the country’s seeming communitarianism (Teo, 2011), resulting in the 
country’s overemphasis on educational qualifications and English language 
competence where Singaporeans are expected to take advantage of the opportunities 
provided by the country’s world-class education system, work hard, improve 
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themselves, and achieve social mobility. For lower-class Singaporeans who fall 
behind in this process, the state does not offer welfare, but encourages them to find 
support through ethnic-based self-help groups that conduct trainings to “galvanize 
their respective community’s support for the national agenda of promoting the 
conditions for market-oriented growth” (Siddique, 2001, p. 136). Thus, while 
Singapore is not a straightforward case of neoliberalism, as the state strongly 
regulates the market and owns major businesses, its economic policies are based on 
neoliberal justifications; meritocracy works to negate the argument for a welfare-state, 
which is said to instil a crutched-mentality among the people and impede economic 
progress. 
However, despite privileging English for economic progress, the state is also 
careful to downplay any attachment to Singapore’s colonial history. Iswaran asserts 
that English is “not just a convenient colonial inheritance”; in fact, English is 
positioned as not having any ethnic affiliations, and so it serves to unite the different 
ethnic groups. This ideology of neutrality seems to justify the state’s commitment 
towards multiculturalism where it maintains equal status of all ethnic groups. So, 
English’s supposed neutrality with regard to ethnic associations means that no ethnic 
community would be advantageously positioned over others, which underscores 
Singapore’s stance on meritocracy where ideally, everyone will be able to obtain 
social mobility for as long as they are willing to work hard. 
Yet, at the same time, such a policy of prioritizing English is also seen to be 
devoid of the much-needed cultural anchor given that English cannot be accepted as 
the language of an Asian postcolonial nation. To balance this, official mother tongues 
assigned to Singaporeans’ ethnic categorization in official identification documents 
are to be taught in school and maintained to ensure that Singaporeans still remain 
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rooted to their Asian values, all while possessing a global outlook. The official status 
given to English and the three other Asian languages, namely Malay, Mandarin and 
Tamil, within Singapore’s Constitution supposedly positions them as ‘equals’. In fact, 
the way the term ‘mother tongue’ is used in Singapore rationalizes the ethnic 
delineation that is officially sanctioned by the state in its definition of Singapore’s 
multiculturalism. The ethnicity label, or ‘race’2 as it is called in Singapore, not only 
appears in one’s official identification documents but in forms, official or otherwise. 
The assignment of mother tongue to a particular ethnic community by the state 
assumes a homogeneous community that shares the language, not unlike the ‘one 
nation, one language’ model.  
This becomes clearly problematic when the community is linguistically 
heterogeneous, such as the case with the Chinese and the Indian communities. The 
other Chinese languages like Hokkien, Teochew and Cantonese to name a few are 
labeled as ‘dialects’ by the state and treated as ‘burdens’ to the Chinese community 
(Wee, 2010) and their stigmatization leads to a language shift towards Mandarin in 
the homes among the younger generation and the loss of the other Chinese languages 
used by spoken by their forefathers in their ancestral land. This, in turn, creates a 
displaced older generation within the Chinese community, for they neither speak nor 
are they literate in Mandarin and English to be able to converse with the younger 
generation. 
The Indian community itself is linguistically diverse with Tamil and other 
non-Tamil languages that can be mutually unintelligible. In fact, to use the term 
‘race’, or even ‘ethnicity’, on a group of people with diverse sociocultural and !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 The term ‘race’ is widely used in Singapore to refer to sociological category, ‘ethnicity’. As ‘race’ 
commonly refers to shared physiological attributes and genetic traits like skin colour and other physical 
features, the term ‘ethnicity’, which relates more to shared culture and traditions, will be used in this 
dissertation instead. 
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linguistic backgrounds is problematic to begin with. Even when Tamil is identified as 
the official mother tongue representing the Indian community, only 36.7% of the 
Indian community speak it at home in 2010, a drop from 42.9% in 2000 with a 
language shift towards English as seen in Table 1. Tamil is a highly diglossic 
language where the spoken variety used at home is seen to be an unsophisticated and 
corrupt form, which does not reflect the literary variety taught in school (Schiffman, 
2003, p. 109). The ethnic quota implemented in Singapore’s public housing policy3 
that limits the number of Indians and Malays within a block of flats in HDB estates 
means that the language is now hardly used for intra-ethnic communication 
(Schiffman, 2003, p. 115). 
Unlike the Chinese and Indian communities, the Malays seem to accept the 
Malay language unanimously as their mother tongue. Apart from Malay being the 
lingua franca for the different sub-ethnic groups in the Nusantara, which is the 
Malay-speaking region in the Southeast Asia that forms the Malay Archipelago4, this 
unanimous acceptance is also due to the conflation of Islam with the larger Malay 
nationhood that entails being Muslims, speaking Malay and observing Malay 
traditions (Rahim, 1998, p. 17). For instance, although there are a few mosques in 
Singapore that use English and Tamil in their Friday sermons for non-Malays, most 
mosques will be delivering the Friday and ‘Eid sermons in Malay5. Despite provisions !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!$! The Housing Development Board (HDB), a statutory board in Singapore that oversees public 
housing, imposes quotas on the number of minority households in a block of flats as a result of the 
state’s ethnic policy. It is supposedly to prevent ethnic enclaves from forming, another of the state’s 
apparatus for managing the multiculturalism in Singapore.  
4 This is the common understanding of the term Nusantara in Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei, and it 
includes these countries: Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei, Singapore and the Philippines. This term is also 
used interchangeably with ‘Malay World’ in this region, and hence in this dissertation. In Indonesia, 
likely due to a nationalistic agenda, the term Nusantara only refers to its geographical territory, i.e., the 
islands that make up the Indonesian Archipelago. This largely ignores the historical connections it has 
with the other countries. &!The compulsory Friday congregational prayers at the mosque and the highly enjoined prayers on the 
two ‘Eid celebrations a year consist of the prayer ritual led by an iman, and a sermon addressed to the 
congregants. 
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being made for non-Malay speakers through the use of English subtitles and the 
English translation of the sermon made available through the Islamic Religious 
Council’s (MUIS’) website, the main language of the mosques in Singapore is Malay. 
Classes and talks by Muslim scholars and teachers in the region are mostly conducted 
in Malay. The predominance of the Malay language as the language of interaction in 
mosques, despite more religious classes in mosques and privately-run weekend 
madrasahs for children and teenagers using English as the medium of instruction, is 
still a salient aspect of the Islamic education for the Malay community as a whole.  
The Malay community’s predominant use of the Malay language at home seems to 
align well with the state’s discourse on mother tongue maintenance. The 
unquestioning acceptance by Malays in Singapore despite their diverse ancestry and 
sub-ethnic linguistic affiliations, like Javanese, Boyanese, Acehnese and Bugis, which 
have by now been whitewashed by the label ‘Malay’ in official identification 
documents is because of the language’s role in the spread of Islam in this region, and 
also the fact that Singapore is surrounded by Malay-speaking countries.  
In managing multiculturalism, Singapore positions itself as not privileging one 
ethnic group over others. Ethnicities in Singapore are made salient through clear 
delineation and profiling by the state, not unlike the European construct of the 
linguistically and culturally homogeneous ‘nation-state’ (Anderson, 2006) where 
“language becomes the carrier of the ‘culture’ associated with the territory from 
which the group migrated” (Blackledge & Creese, 2012, p. 121). The essentializing of 
ethnic groups according to the neat Chinese, Malay, Indian or Others (CMIO) model 
is taken to be a ‘natural’ part of Singapore’s multiculturalism and the state’s “logic of 
governance” (Chew, 2013a, p. 172). Singapore’s bilingual policy, racial quotas in 
public housing, the Group Representation Constituency or GRC scheme of electoral 
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division with representations from the major ethnic groups, the labeling of ‘race’ in 
the National Registration Identity Card or NRIC, the ethnic-based self-help groups 
and the observance of the annual Racial Harmony Day are just some of the means 
through which ethnicity is demarcated and governed. As a result, ethnicity constantly 
gets accentuated, even for official statistics on demography. 
That there has been little discussion concerning the Malay language in the 
discourses about Singapore’s language policy, however, seems to justify the state’s 
imposed ethnolinguistic equation for Malays. This justification is not as 
straightforward for the Chinese and Indian communities. A number of studies have 
looked at the social implications of imposing Mandarin as a mother tongue for the 
Chinese and discouraging the use of other Chinese languages such as Hokkien, 
Teochew and Cantonese that are also labeled as ‘dialects’ in Singapore (see Tan, 
2012; Chua, 2010; Wee, 2010; Bokhorst-Heng & Wee, 2007; Tan, 2006).  At the 
same time, despite the ‘loss’ of these languages that the first generation of Chinese 
who settled in Singapore spoke, the later generations have come to accept Mandarin 
as a language with an economic edge with the rise of China.   
However, while the Chinese community being the majority also gets to enjoy 
the economic advantages of having Mandarin as their mother tongue because of 
Singapore’s economic relations with China, given the capitalist world we live in, the 
economic value of Tamil in Singapore has been questioned (Schiffman, 2003), and 
the imposition of the standard pronunciation (sebutan baku) for Malay has been 
contested for its relevance in the region. The language policy that is implemented in 
Singapore inadvertently brings about differentiated values of the languages that serve 
the different functions, contradicting the supposedly equal status of the official 
languages according to Singapore’s constitution because English is clearly positioned 
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as the language of social mobility and participation in the global economy (Silver, 
2005, p. 59). The availability of English to all Singaporeans as the main medium of 
instruction in school, along with its role as the language of the workplace and 
intercultural communication, gives the impression of equality of access to 
socioeconomic attainment through English’s supposed ethnic neutrality (Wee, 2011, 
p. 115). After all, since the mother tongue languages are assigned based on ethnicity 
and serve a different social function, they are not positioned by the state as 
competitors in terms of the economic advantage they offer. In reality, however, given 
that Singapore is a global economy, English and Mandarin, have come to be valued 
over other languages in terms of economic advantage.  
 
1.3     Singapore’s national language and lingua franca 
Although the majority of Singapore’s population is Chinese, the Malay 
language is reinstated as Singapore’s national language following the separation from 
Malaysia in 1965. It is accorded the national language status in Article 153A of the 
Republic of Singapore’s Constitution as mentioned below:  
“(1)  Malay, Mandarin, Tamil and English shall be the 4 official languages in 
Singapore. 
(2)  The national language shall be the Malay language and shall be in the 
Roman script: 
Provided that  
(a) no person shall be prohibited or prevented from using or from teaching or 
learning any other language; and 
! "#!
(b) nothing in this Article shall prejudice the right of the Government to 
preserve and sustain the use and study of the language of any other community 
in Singapore.” (Constitution of the Republic of Singapore, n.d.) 
The apparent privileging of a mother tongue over others may seem 
contradictory to the equal status ascribed to ethnicities and their associated mother 
tongue languages, but it is Singapore’s way of avoiding political instability and 
acknowledging its shared history with Malaysia pre-independence and its central 
geographical position in the Nusantara. Malay, or more specifically Bazaar Malay, a 
“Malay-lexified pidgin” (Bao & Aye, 2010, p. 155) that deviates from standard Malay 
in terms of its grammar, was the lingua franca in Singapore in 1950s and 1960s, 
especially when English was not the shared language. It was a “notably lower class 
lingua franca in Singapore” that indexed low education levels and socioeconomic 
class (PuruShotam, 1998, p. 123). Speakers of Bazaar Malay largely came from the 
vernacular schools, i.e., the Malay-, Chinese- or Tamil-stream schools, and had low 
academic performance in school (Chew, 2011, p. 208), which resulted in limited job 
opportunities. Bazaar Malay was slowly taken over by English with the 
implementation of the bilingual policy post-independence that promoted the learning 
of English along with one of the three languages – Malay, Mandarin or Tamil – to 
ensure competitiveness in the global market economy (Chew, 2011, p. 209). English 
is now the inter-ethnic lingua franca, given that it is the main medium of instruction in 
national schools. The national language still retains its symbolic, albeit limited, status 
and continues to be used in the national anthem, the state crest, currency notes and 
military commands. Beyond that, it is no longer the language heard on the streets for 
inter-ethnic communication as it used to be. Although the total number of the 
population who can speak Malay is unavailable, the language is now mostly limited to 
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the home domain and in the Malay language classrooms in school. As of 2010, only 
12.2% of the total population speaks Malay as home language, and most of them are 
Malays (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2010a).  
At the same time, the increasing preference for English among Malays is seen 
in the increase of 9.1% of Malays aged five years and older who speak English 
predominantly at home from 2000 to 2010 (Singapore Department of Statistics, 
2010a). This apparent language shift that is taking place within the Malay community 
seems to correlate with the meritocratic ideals that are emphasized by the state, 
raising some concerns among the Malay language guardians. The English-Malay 
bilingual repertoire of Singapore Malays, while not strictly diglossic, is discernibly 
distributed along the lines of cultural/ religious, and other non-cultural, for example, 
work and education, domains (Chong & Seilhamer, 2014; Cavallaro & Serwe, 2010; 
Chew, 2006).  
However, Malay as a national language still receives institutional support from 
the government. In national schools, apart from the assigned mother tongue 
languages, Conversational Malay and Malay Special Programmes (MSP) are also 
offered to students in some schools whose mother tongue is other than Malay as a 
means to familiarize them with the language and culture of the region.6 Apart from 
these programmes, prestigious schools like Raffles Institution (Junior College), 
Anglo-Chinese School (Independent) and Victoria Junior College that take in the top 
students in Singapore offer the Regional Studies Programme Scholarship to non-
Malay speaking students with the aim for the academically and linguistically talented 
students to be conversant in either the Malay Language or Bahasa Indonesia, and to 
better understand the culture and development of the Malay region Singapore is !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Ministry of Education, Singapore. Retrieved from 
http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/secondary/language-programmes/ and press release 
http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/press/2008/07/information-sheet-update-on-co.php  
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situated in.7 Many students from these schools get scholarships to go to universities 
and hold high positions in civil service or private sectors. 
 
1.4 Singapore Malays: sociocultural and economic background 
 As of 2013, Malays comprise 13.3% of the population, while Chinese, Indian 
and Others form 74.2%, 9.1% and 3.3% of the total Singapore population respectively 
(Singapore Department of Statistics, 2013). Unlike the other ethnic communities, the 
Malays in Singapore are predominantly Muslims as seen in table 1 below. 
Table 1: Religion and home language of the major ethnic groups in Singapore 
 Total Chinese Malay Indian 
Religion 2000 2010 2000 2010 2000 2010 2000 2010 
Christianity 14.6 18.3 16.5 20.1 0.3 0.7 12.1 12.8 
Buddhism/ 
Taoism 
51.0 44.2 64.4 57.4 0.1 0.2 0.7 0.8 
Islam 14.9 14.7 0.3 0.4 99.6 98.7 25.6 21.7 
Hinduism 4.0 5.1 - - - 0.1 55.4 58.9 
Home 
Language 
        
English 23.0 32.3 23.9 32.6 7.9 17.0 35.6 41.6 
Mandarin 35.0 35.6 45.1 47.7 0.1 - 0.1 - 
Malay 14.1 12.2 0.2 0.2 91.6 82.7 11.6 7.9 
Tamil 3.2 3.3 - - 0.1 0.1 42.9 36.7 
(Singapore Department of Statistics 2010a & 2010b) 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Ministry of Education, Singapore. Retrieved from 
http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/scholarships/moe-preu/regional-studies-programme/preu/  
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 In the table above, I have omitted the ‘Others’ group as well as the non-
official languages given that the scope of my discussion pertains to the extent the 
bilingual policy reinforces the religion-language link in Singapore. For the Chinese, 
while there is an increase in percentage of Mandarin-speaking households by 2.6 
percentage points, the percentage of Buddhists and Taoists fell by 7%. Although 
Hinduism seems to be gaining popularity within the Indian community, the number of 
Tamil-speaking household also fell 6.2%. It is clear from the table how Islam and the 
Malay language are central to the Malay community to the point that they are 
accepted as defining qualities of Malay ethnicity in Singapore. As such, the ‘Malay-
Muslim’ ethnoreligious label is widely used in official discourse to refer to the Malay 
community in Singapore, making this ethnoreligious category even more 
conspicuous. The number of Muslims in Singapore remains rather stable over the 
years, and while English seems to be slowly taking over as home language from 
91.6% in 2000 to 82.7% in 2010 (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2010a), the 
Malay language still retains its mother tongue status among the Malays.  
Before we look at how state-imposed bilingualism impacts on Malays’ 
identity construction as they attempt to negotiate their social positioning in 
meritocratic Singapore, it is also useful to consider how published official statistics on 
Malay community serve to circulate the stereotypes. Racial profiling is seen to be 
‘natural’ in Singapore, and published official statistics typically present social 
indicators according to ethnicity. In Table 2 below, figures on educational 
qualification and use of English as home language, along with English literacy, 
housing type and mean income of the major ethnic group in Singapore from the 
population census conducted in 2010 are presented. The non-official languages, other 
Chinese languages or dialects as they are recognized in Singapore, as well as the 
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‘Others’ ethnic group have been omitted from the table since the purpose of this 
discussion is to compare the use of official languages at home among the three major 
ethnic groups in Singapore based on ethnolinguistic delineation, vis-à-vis their 
socioeconomic positioning. With regard to languages used and literate in, the figures 
indicated by the Department of Statistics are derived from respondents’ self-reporting. 
The percentages of those who use English as home language are reflected in the 
square brackets, and they are expressed in terms of percentage of those in each level 
of educational qualifications within the same ethnic group, rather than percentage of 
speakers within each ethnic group per se. The figures indicating the use of official 
mother tongues are taken as representative of the each ethnic community based on 
self-reporting. To illustrate, of all Malays with an educational qualification of 
secondary school and below, only 19.0% of them speak English at home. For the 
Chinese with the same qualification, it is 37.7%, while for the Indians it is 67.6%. The 
figures for the level of educational qualifications, however, show the distribution 
within each ethnic group.  
Table 2: Socioeconomic and sociolinguistic indicators of the major ethnic 
groups in Singapore 
Resident Population Aged 15 & Above Chinese Malay Indian 
% Educational Qualifications [% who use 
English as home language]  
Secondary & Below  
Post Secondary (non-tertiary) 




















% Literate in English  77.4 86.9 87.1 
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% Housing Type  
Public Housing (Flats) 
1 & 2 room 
3 room 
4 room 
5 room & Executive 
Private Housing (Condominiums, Private 























Mean Income of Household Head (S$) per 
month 
7,326 4,575 7,664 
(Singapore Department of Statistics 2010a & 2010b)  
 
Among the three ethnic communities, the Malay community is reflected to 
have the lowest proportion of diploma and degree holders, compared to the other two 
communities. Within each educational qualification level with the exception of those 
with university degrees, the Malays, despite being reported to be equally literate in 
English as the other two ethnic groups are, mostly do not speak English at home. For 
Malays who have university degrees, the use of English as home language is 
comparable to that of the Chinese, and surpasses that of the Indians, in the same 
educational level. However, with only 5.1% of the Malay community being university 
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degree holders, overall, there are lesser Malays with English language exposure at 
home compared with the other communities. There seems to be a correlation in terms 
of the use of home language and educational qualification; a further study on this will 
certainly be valuable contribution to Singapore’s education policy review.  
On the other hand, if we go by the rationalization for the separation of 
functions of the languages in Singapore’s bilingual policy, the mother tongues, given 
their function as cultural anchors for the population, would then be more 
appropriately used within the home and communal spaces. The widespread use of 
Malay at home among Malays in Singapore would have seemed to indicate the 
success of the bilingual policy until one scrutinizes the socioeconomic achievement 
markers of the Malay community and analyzes the spoken data of Malays. 
The positioning of Singapore’s bilingual policy as providing easy and equal 
access to linguistic capital becomes questionable. For the case of the Malays who are 
constantly in the limelight for underachievement, this homogenizing ideology of 
ethnic delineation seems justified by the presentation of official statistics that are 
broken down along ethnic categories. This brings about conflicting positionings of 
Malay-Muslims as neoliberal subjects of the state who are expected to uphold 
meritocratic ideals, as well as essentialized ethnolinguistic subjects whose central 
identity markers are Malay language and Islam. 
Although Islam is not specifically mentioned as the religion of the Malays in 
Singapore given the State’s commitment to secularism, the special position accorded 
to the Malays in Singapore as the indigenous people of Singapore in Article 152 of 
the Republic of Singapore’s Constitution alludes to the religion, culture and Malay 
language. Along with Singapore’s bilingual policy of assigning mother tongue 
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subjects in school according to one’s ethnic group, the conflation of Malayness and 
Islam gets reinforced through such essentialist associations. 
Thus, the tensions surrounding the Malay-Muslim community can be outlined 
as firstly, the persisting educational and socioeconomic underachievement, and the 
income gap that exists between Malays and the other communities as highlighted in 
many newspaper articles and discussions about the Malay community. The different 
Ministers in-charge of Muslim affairs who have been appointed over the years, as 
well as other members of parliament, have raised concerns of the social problems, 
such as family dysfunctional families, school dropout and youth delinquency that 
continue to plague the community, along with the community’s lack of skills and 
lower mean household income. Dubbed ‘the Malay problem’, then Speaker of 
Parliament, Abdullah Tarmugi is reported as saying that it is the role of every Malay-
Muslim family to ensure that their children grow up to be good, of sound character, 
educated and highly competent to be a community of excellence (Berita Harian, 
March 14, 2005). The ever-widening income gap between Malays and other 
ethnicities is still a concern when socioeconomic standing remains the primary 
measure of success in Singapore.  
In this global city-state, despite its seemingly remarkable economic prosperity, 
widening income gaps (Mutalib, 2012 p. 111) further give rise to a sense of 
displacement and disconnect among the lower income group in which Malays are 
over-represented. In fact, the whole idea of the benchmark for success being a 
“moving target” as alluded to by Prime Minister Lee contributes significantly to the 
Malays’ linguistic anxiety. The fact that a whopping 64.1% of Malays as shown in 
Table 1 have only secondary school education and below seems to provide strong 
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support to the perception that the Malay community is generally ill-equipped to 
participate in the country’s globalized economy (Mutalib, 2012, p. 53).  
The Malay community’s predominant use of Malay as a home language may 
have given the impression that Malays tend to be monolingual in the Malay language, 
as opposed to the being competent in both English and Malay as envisaged by 
Singapore’s language policy. This reinforces the social stereotype of the uneducated 
Malay where the reproduction and circulation of discourses about Malays in the 
media and official statistics bring about certain associations between speakers and 
their particular ways of speaking. When semiotic displays of these speakers are 
employed in interaction, they get evaluated and treated as aligned with certain figures 
or social character (Agha, 2005, p. 39) based on their perceived incompetent use of 
English and lack of education, indexing certain sociological attributes such as 
ethnicity and class. Malays were once averse to English-stream schools for fear of 
loss of religious, moral and traditional values as they mixed with other communities 
in the 1950s right up to 1970s. This has been proposed as a contributing factor for the 
lag in educational and economic progress (Kamaludeen 2007: 315).  
Also, in relation to ‘Malay problem’ in Singapore, the tensions surrounding 
the Malay-Muslim community pertain to the need to be seen as mainstream and 
‘moderate’ Muslims as sanctioned by the state (Ismail & Shaw 2006) where the 
Malay-Muslim community integrates with the rest of the population while still 
retaining their Muslim identity within a cosmopolitan sociopolitical setting. This has 
been emphasized by then president MUIS, Alami Musa who describes the Singapore 
Muslim as one who “[holds] strongly to Islamic principles while keeping pace with 
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modern society” (Straits Times, February 5, 2005)8. Further in the same newspaper 
article, Bohari Jaon, then director for MUIS’ corporate planning and finance, has been 
quoted to say:  
“We must show that we understand and get along with other 
communities, and that we are not inward-looking. It is part of the 
continuing evolution of national society and finding our community’s 
place in it.” (Straits Times, February 5, 2005; emphasis mine) 
 
 Such imperative gets constantly reiterated within the larger narrative of 
nation-building where Singaporeans are reminded of the nation’s multiculturalism and 
the fragility of the ‘racial harmony’ they enjoy as they strive towards survivability 
through economic progress. It is this narrative of nation-building that the Malays are 
seen as not fitting in, and that the community leaders constantly remind the 
community to prove that they can integrate with the other communities. Underlying 
these constant reminders are tensions that arise from the contesting ideologies of the 
state-ascribed Malayness through various policies on multiculturalism (Aljunied, 
2010), and the everyday performance and self-construction of Malayness by the 
Malays. Such tensions then give rise to anxieties that manifest in everyday 
interactions, which this dissertation seeks to investigate. 
  
1.5 Outline of dissertation  
Chapter 2 lays out the four broad theoretical notions and conceptual tools that 
are used in the analysis of the data presented in this report. Relevant to the approach 
taken in this dissertation is the conception of identity construction as social !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 In ‘Bid to enhance identity of Singapore Muslim’ by Sue-Ann Chia in Straits Times, February 5, 
2005.  
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positioning, which is conditioned by prevailing language ideologies. Central to such 
evaluations of linguistic value is the Bourdieurian notion of linguistic markets where 
speakers’ possession of linguistic capital either positions them centrally or 
peripherally in these markets. To understand how all these affect speakers’ 
assessment of the bilingual policy, an ethnographic approach to language policy 
research is thus warranted.  
Chapter 3 discusses the methodology used in this multi-sited and multi-level 
approach taken to address the research questions, and how this enables the integration 
of macro-level policy issues and micro-level interactions. Importantly, this chapter 
addresses the value of conversational data that has been largely overlooked in 
language policy research. 
Subsequently in Chapter 4, I will discuss the unequal linguistic values of the 
four official languages despite being positioned as equal in status, and examine the 
contradicting language ideologies that frame the widely circulated official discourses 
on Singapore’s language policy and language promotion efforts. Here, I will do a 
language ideological analysis of the Malay language council’s website, excerpts from 
Singapore’s first prime minister’s book on his conception of Singapore’s bilingual 
policy, language curriculum review reports, and newspaper articles. The analysis and 
discussion in this chapter will inform the analysis of samples of the ethnographic data 
relating to English as a linguistic capital, negotiations of Malay stereotypes, and 
bilingual identity in Chapter 5, as well as the examination of negotiations of 
ethnoreligious and cosmopolitan identities in Chapter 6. I will then proceed to 




Chapter 2 Theoretical Notions and Conceptual Tools 
 
There is a need to clarify how globalization features in this study on identity 
construction. Conceptions of globalization vary, which include: its homogenizing 
influences on the economy (Ritzer, 1993), positing hybridity of global and local 
cultures (Robertson, 1995; Pieterse, 1995), the breaking down of boundaries, and the 
increasing fluidity that enables the global flows of people, capital, technology, ideas 
and information that give rise to disconnectedness and non-uniformity (Appadurai, 
1996), as well as polarization of the human condition (Bauman, 1998). But while 
there is intensification of global economic, political and cultural interconnectedness, 
more importantly, the expected benefits of globalization do not percolate every level 
of society evenly as we shall in the analysis chapters 5 and 6. For instance, in the 
global city-state of Singapore, globalization brings about inequitable access to capital 
acquisition and accumulation, thus playing up the tension between egalitarian ideals 
and elitist outcomes of meritocracy with sociocultural, political and economic 
implications on identities. This is especially so when the less mobile unskilled and 
semi-skilled Singaporeans would have to compete for jobs with cheaper, low-wage 
workers from other developing countries in Asia (Tan, 2008, p. 21). In the context of 
this dissertation, the polarizing tendencies of Singapore’s globalized economy will 
have much effect on how Malays who are typically construed as socioeconomically 
underachieving position themselves in response to macro-level language policy 
issues.  
A more humanist conception of globalization is the idea of cosmopolitanism 
with its emphasis on supposed egalitarianism and tolerance of cultural diversity 
(Yeoh, 2004, p. 2432). This is relevant to the discussion in this dissertation as 
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Singapore positions itself now as a global city, Singaporeans are expected to be 
cosmopolitan in the sense that they should “speak English, are international in 
outlook, skilled in banking, information technology, and able to navigate comfortably 
anywhere in the world” (Yeoh, 2004, p. 2434). However, with the uneven distribution 
of the benefits of globalization in mind, the approach taken in this study to investigate 
the discursive strategies used in identity construction and performance is based on the 
assumption that language and registers, like labour, not only co-exist side by side but 
are hierarchically-related as well in a kind of capitalistic linguistic market. This 
critical recognition of symbolic relations between languages and varieties warrants an 
ethnographic approach in investigating social practices. Central to the negotiation of 
social meanings in identity construction are language ideologies that shape and 
rationalize the language policy that in turn conditions the discursive practice. 
Following this, the analysis in this dissertation will be grounded in four broad 
concepts.  
 
2.1 Identity construction as social positioning 
First, identity has been shown to be discursive, contingent, relational and 
dialogic, rather than fixed or essentialized (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004, 2005; see also 
Omoniyi & White, 2006). As such, identity construction draws upon different 
subjectivities, i.e., value judgments and stances that co-construct negotiations of 
meaning. Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) tactics of intersubjectivity entail complementary 
pairs of processes.  Similarities and differences are foregrounded in interactions 
through the concurrent processes of adequation and distinction, the construction of 
genuineness and/ or contrivance are done through authentication and denaturalization 
processes, and the according of authority or delegitimacy is achieved through 
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processes of authorization and illegitimation (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 599-605). 
Based on what is observed in the data collected for this study, the contingent nature of 
identity performance is underscored by the paradoxical relation of accession and 
rejection of stereotypes that serve to manage the conflicting subjectivities. This is 
reflected in the tactics of intersubjectivity employed, giving rise to identity getting 
constantly reconstituted. Such negotiations of subjectivities can at times give rise to 
anxiety if the identity that gets played out does not match the target identity because 
one is limited by one’s available linguistic resources.    
Pertinent to these subjectivities are stances negotiations (Jaffe, 2009a; p. 20, 
Du Bois, 2007, p. 140; Englebretson, 2007, p. 19) that assume the multiplicity and 
multi-layeredness of identities that a speaker possesses (Bucholtz & Hall, 2008; 
Blommaert, 2005, p. 205; Coupland, 2003, p. 426) which can be foregrounded or 
downplayed (Omoniyi, 2006a, p. 18) as speakers invoke the local, situated and 
usually renewed and ‘improvised’ identities. Stance here refers to speaker’s alignment 
or disalignment to particular positions (Du Bois, 2007). Among bilinguals, 
codeswitching can be a strategy of stance-shifting (Chew, 2013b, p. 388), where the 
code choice can evoke particular alignment towards a subject position with 
implications on how it relates to other identities (Chew, 2013b, p. 390). However, the 
identities evoked are not unlimited, as their construances depend largely on the 
available discursive resources that speakers possess and can employ in interactions. 
As such, the constructedness and situatedness of identity work can be seen in how one 
manages and negotiates between subjectivities given one’s repertoire. The tensions 
and anxieties that arise from being institutionally positioned and essentialized as 
social categories are largely absent in macrosociological analyses. For instance, 
community membership is attributed and achieved through alignment and 
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disalignment where one adequates with or distinguishes oneself from particular 
positionings that are co-constructed through speakers’ agency and the institutional 
power structures.  
One model of identity construction that is worth examining in light of this 
study is the Hierarchy of Identities or HOI (Omoniyi, 2006a). The HOI proposes that 
an aggregate of identities are available within speakers that they can foreground from 
their repertoires to achieve particular purpose. However, it assumes that each of these 
discrete identities, for example, ethnicity, nationality, or religion, which exists within 
a speaker’s identity repertoire is homogeneous in the sense that these identities mean 
the same to speakers who share them. The danger of such a conception of identity in 
examining identity performance is the tendency to essentialize these identities, 
ignoring the different alignments speakers would have towards such positionings.  
Thus, I posit that any act of identification, rather than identity, consists of 
negotiations of stances towards particular social positionings. Rather than construing 
ethnicity, nationality, gender and religious affiliation as bounded or discrete identities, 
I refer to these as social positionings that are ascribed to and/ or negotiated by 
members of social groups. Speakers seen to belong to a social group who supposedly 
share the same social positioning, for example ethnicity, may not align themselves 
with the various aspects of that particular positioning in the same manner, i.e., there 
are aspects of this particular positioning that they align themselves with, whereas 
there are others that they distance themselves from as they negotiate their different 
subject positions. It is this relationality or subjectivity in identity construction and 
performance that underpins the perspective on stance negotiations as management of 
identities taken in this study. 
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2.2 Language ideologies  
In relation to the notion of identity construction as dynamic social positioning, 
the second notion that is central to this dissertation, and is a useful conceptual tool in 
the analysis of data is language ideologies. These are defined as sets of beliefs that 
rationalizes articulations (Silverstein, 1979, p. 173) and serve as underlying 
structuring logics of constructions of language and identity as part of nation-building 
narratives where the economic and essentialist goals of the state need to be balanced. 
At every level, these ideologies mediate links between talk and social structures 
(Woolard, 1992, p. 235). For instance, the “everyday images of English” (Pennycook, 
1998, p. 131) that index particular identities have an influence on the formulation of 
education policy where English is privileged and used as the main medium of 
instruction in Singapore, reinforcing the symbolic value of English and bringing about 
particular cultural reproductions where English language competence is central. Like 
identities, language ideologies are multilayered and contesting (Kroskrity, 2000; Gal, 
1992, p. 447). This complexity and multilayeredness then contribute to anxiety among 
speakers as they attempt to balance the different social positionings they are subject to 
as well as aspire to achieve.  
A related notion to this is Agha’s (2005) figure of personhood. When semiotic 
displays of speakers are employed in interaction, they get evaluated and treated as 
aligned with certain figures or social character (Agha, 2005, p. 39), where specific 
linguistic behavior, such as incompetent use of English, are seen as indexing certain 
sociological attributes such as ethnicity, class, and gender (Agha, 2007, p. 241). These 
recurring social, behavioral and characterological attributes (Park, 2014) of Malays as 
underachieving and English-incompetent then form widely circulated Malay figures 
of personhood that may condition the Malay speaker’s sociolinguistic choices. 
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2.3  Linguistic markets and linguistic habitus 
This brings us to the third central concept, the notion of linguistic markets 
(Bourdieu, 1992, 1993). Traditionally known as domains (Fishman, 1972) in which 
linguistic practices are situated, the valuing of certain forms over others implies, in a 
capitalistic logic, the availability of markets for the different aggregates of linguistic 
forms. These linguistic markets not only determine the value of a language or variety, 
but also serve as a space in which social situations get ritualized and specific roles are 
assigned to interlocutors (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 79-80). As such, language ideologies 
and linguistic markets are co-constitutive in the sense that language ideologies 
provide the justification for the linguistic market in question, and the linguistic market 
in turn render the language ideology durable by reproducing it. Linguistic markets are 
closely tied to the notion of habitus (Bourdieu, 1977), which refers to sets of 
inclinations and dispositions that are embodied and enacted in specific sociocultural 
contexts, and is thus useful in analyzing the language ideologies manifestations (i.e., 
the logics of institutions) in everyday linguistic practices.  
Together with linguistic market, habitus structures speakers’ linguistic 
expression in interactions (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 78). These expressions are then 
hierarchically ranked based on their linguistic values in the linguistic market. So, for 
one to be able to produce what is deemed to be appropriate linguistic expression, one 
must have the necessary linguistic capital, acquired through one’s linguistic habitus, 
which is valued in the linguistic market. In such unification of the market, the 
standard language is recognized as the ‘norm’ (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 82). The idea of a 
linguistic habitus may seem deterministic, but the market actually reflects the 
struggles and strategies employed by speakers for the accumulation of symbolic 
capital as the analysis in this study reveals while negotiating the identity positions. 
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The interdiscursivity that takes place in these interactions “emphasizes the processes 
by which … textual relations are embedded within speakers’ practices of meaning 
making” (Park & Wee, 2012, p. 130).  
Within the fringes of linguistic markets, as seen in the analysis of the data in 
this study, these struggles become even more salient. This is because the different 
symbolic values of languages and different levels of access to linguistic capital can 
bring about linguistic insecurity or anxiety as evidenced by the existence of a 
separate, ideal standard that speakers aspire to speak but are not always able to. In 
other words, it represents a gap between speakers’ social aspirations for upward social 
mobility indexed by the ideal standard and the reality of their current social position 
indexed by their actual linguistic competence (Labov, 2006, p. 318). This gap 
between ideal linguistic competence and a speaker’s actual competence underscores 
the truncated or incomplete nature of multilingual repertoires in globalization 
(Blommaert, 2010, p. 103) that serve to reproduce their peripherality. Unequal 
distribution and access to specific linguistic resources in multilingual societies means 
that speakers generally do not have full access to the entire range of repertoires a 
language offers. Truncated repertoires of a speaker then have implications for social 
identities. For example, one who is not highly educated may be adept at using the 
non-standard English within one’s community of speakers, but may find it difficult to 
participate effectively in a community where mastery of a particular technical register 
of standard English with a specific set of linguistic resources is privileged. Each time 
one attempts to make salient certain social positionings, the anxiety accompanying 
that act of positioning through adequation and distinction strategies concerns how 
authentic or credible is that identity performance in relation to what is perceived to be 
the perceived genuine identity.  
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2.4 Ethnographic approach to language policy 
Finally, language policy research from the ethnographic or ethnographically 
informed perspective privileges speaker’s agency (Johnson & Ricento, 2013; 
McCarty, 2011) that is central to identity work, which is the approach taken in this 
study. There has been a need for language policy to be situated socioculturally 
(McCarty, 2011) to fully appreciate specific social practices and better address the 
presence of linguistic anxiety among speakers as we cannot ignore the value of 
ethnographic investigation of social practices that are conditioned or produced in 
response to the discussion of the policy of the state (Collins, 2011, p. 133). The 
homogenizing effect of top-down language planning overlooks the link between 
language behaviour, attitude and ethnic identity construction (Blommaert, 1996, p. 
207). Mc Carty (2011) posits the need to situate analysis of language policy within the 
“larger sociocultural system” (Mc Carty, 2011, p. 2) in order to “uncover the ‘situated 
logic’ of implicit and explicit policy-making” (Mc Carty, 2011, p. 3). The tactics of 
intersubjectivity throws light on the social positioning of speakers as they reflexively 
relate themselves with the institutional structures of power. The structural conditions 
of the distribution of linguistic spaces through language policy govern the distribution 
of linguistic features such as choice of language and/ or genres in the construction of 
ethnoreligious identity. They get reproduced and reiterated in interactions through 
linguistic features such as language choice, repairs, choice of modals and discourse 
markers that point to the abovementioned link.  
It has now been established that language planning cannot be viewed from 
only the macrosociological perspective (Cooper, 1989, p. 38); interest in the 
ethnographic perspective in the more recent language planning and policy literatures 
(Johnson & Ricento, 2013; McCarty, 2011) privileges the agency of language users. 
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This study attempts to highlight how circulating discourses on languages and 
articulations on the state’s language policy shape the everyday interactional practices 
of the speakers in their identity performance and construction, i.e., in their negotiation 
of subjectivities, in response to contesting language ideologies and linguistic markets. 
Such a theoretical perspective on language policy centrally features social practice or 
speakers’ linguistic expressions as ground-up processes of identity construction in 
response to top-down imposition of policy as a means to connect micro-level analysis 
interactions with macro-level sociological data. This approach views largely 
unquestioned social categories such ethnicity, language and nation as emergent and 
contingent, not primordial (Pennycook, 2006, p. 63), such that identity is performed 
rather than confined to reside in such categories. Because identity construction is 
ultimately ideological, rather than predictable or manageable, ethnography thus 














Chapter 3 Methodology 
 
This multi-sited, multi-level study triangulates interactional data analysis at 
the micro-level with analysis of official discourses at the meso-level that reproduces 
the language ideologies that rationalize policy-making at the macro-level. Going by 
the underlying assumption that macro-structures and micro-events are integrated and 
co-constitutive (Cicourel, 1981, p. 66), a discourse analysis of interactions allows for 
the sociocultural context of interaction, such as particular ideological constructs of 
Malayness, to be made visible and relevant to the inquiry of identity construction as 
framed by language policy.  
 
3.1 Analysis of official discourses 
One of the ways in which speakers in multicultural settings get defined and 
essentialized is through the state’s portrayal of ethnic identities in its official 
discourses. The state consciously reiterates and governs the ethnolinguistic 
delineations such as in multilingual signs public spaces and through self-help groups, 
mass media, official statistics, official identification document. For the ideological 
language analysis of official discourse in this study, I will be examining examples 
from the following texts for the reproduction of language ideologies or beliefs that 
justify macro-level policies constituting the everyday discursive acts of speakers: 
1. Malay Language Council of Singapore (MLCS) website 
2. excerpts from the book My Lifelong Journey: Singapore’s Bilingual 
Journey published in 2012 by Singapore’s first Prime Minister, Lee 
Kuan Yew 
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3. Report on the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review 
2005  
4. newspaper articles in the local newpaper, i.e., the Malay language 
daily, Berita Harian, the Sunday newspaper, Berita Minggu, as well 
as the English language daily, Straits Times, on the promotion of 
Malay language, the annual Malay language month, as well as those 
reporting on Malay community leaders and language guardians in 
community events 
 
 Such articulations about language by the language authority become the 
primary ideological sites (Wee, 2006, p. 347-348), contributing to the durability of the 
language ideologies that form the structuring logics of the language policy-making. 
They frame and shape the utterances of speakers, i.e., the secondary ideological sites, 
as these speakers manage the conflicting stances towards Malay as an ethnicity 
marker. In Chapter 4, this examination of official discourses on Malayness, as well as 
the promotion and maintenance of the Malay language in Singapore, will serve to 
contextualize the ethnographic data in Chapters 5 and 6 in terms of their 
sociocultural-ideological dimensions, and how the logics of social institutions are 
reproduced in social actions.  
 
3.2 Ethnography 
Ethnography enables researchers to investigate talk as a dynamic process of 
interaction that is embedded in the locally situated in both its social and cultural 
realms instead of abstracted from the contexts of their production (Bucholtz & Hall, 
2008, p. 153). Moving away from the fixed social category of ethnicity, this study 
! $%!
investigates the more fine-grained identity constructions that deploy discursive 
strategies to indicate alignment with particular stances, and negotiate the multiple 
identities in their repertoire. Also, because self-reports on language use are not always 
reliable sources of data of linguistic practice on their own (Hymes, 1996, p. 72), 
ethnographic study and the accompanying sociocultural linguistic analysis of the 
interactions will be able to reveal the values and beliefs about language and provide a 
more nuanced account of the social groups’ sociolinguistic situations. The integration 
of such micro-macro levels of analysis that highlights the co-constitution of structure 
and agency, as well as policy and practice, is a much-needed development in language 
policy research (Johnson & Ricento, 2013, p. 16).  
For the purpose of this dissertation, participants from two different groups 
were observed and interviewed. The participant observation and interviews were 
carried out from late April 2010 to November 2010. Overall, I managed to collect 40 
hours 10 minutes 16 seconds of recorded interactions and interviews, both from audio 
and video-recordings. The utterances were then transcribed word for word, and 
analyzed for stance and other strategies for identity construction, in line with the 
purpose of the fieldwork set out at the beginning of the study. Field notes were also 
kept. Pseudonyms have been used in this dissertation for purposes of anonymity and 
privacy. Although the targeted number of participants to be recruited in the study was 
40, only 32 participants in total agreed to be recorded while being observed. Not all 
observed participants were further interviewed either because of their work schedule, 
or unwillingness to be interviewed after the end of the stipulated observation period.  
For data collection, the participant observations focused on how the 
participants respond to certain ideological conceptions or stereotypes of ‘Malayness’, 
such as cultural homogeneity and socioeconomic underachievement, while the semi-
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structured interviews gathered responses to common questions for the participants 
from both groups. The interview questions largely revolved around what their 
definitions of Malayness were, and the preferred language(s) they used in their 
different daily activities as listed below:   
1. How do you see yourself as a ‘Malay’?  
2. In what specific ways (in terms of languages) do you communicate with 
various people around you?  
3. Why do you choose to communicate like that?  
 
3.2.1 The ethnographic sites 
The first group observed is a renowned Malay dance group, henceforth 
referred to by the pseudonym Seri Tari, which conducts music and dance appreciation 
and enrichment classes in local schools with support from the National Arts Council. 
This group, which is also a business, has participated in many local major events like 
the National Day celebrations, Singapore Youth Olympic Games and the Singapore 
Arts Festival, as well as in international events around the world. On top of that, the 
group has also supported many community projects organized by various local 
charitable organizations, both Muslim and non-Muslim ones, and collaborated with 
cultural groups of other ethnic communities in Singapore. Generally younger, and 
given the high level of inter-group collaboration and international exposure, 
participants in this group use English rather extensively, having mostly come from 
educational and/ or home backgrounds that privilege the use of English. Many of 
them are gainfully employed, if not pursuing tertiary or post-secondary education. 
The briefing for this group was conducted in English given that it was the 
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predominant language of interaction for the group. The participant information sheet 
that was distributed to them at the briefing was also in English. 
Apart from observing the participants in this dance group during practices, 
performances and meetings, I also conducted interviews with those who expressed 
their consent for interviews. The observed participants were bilingual in both English 
and Malay. As this was a smaller of the two groups observed, and some of the 
members were below the age of 21, most of the observation data collected could not 
be considered for inclusion in this final write-up. The physical limitation of the 
rehearsal spaces because of the nature of the dance activity allowed me to observe 
them only from a distance, usually inconspicuously from the side. This means that 
many segments in the recording are inaudible or unclear for the interactions to be 
transcribed. Also, like many other dance rehearsal situations, verbal interactions were 
limited and far between. Instruction was usually in the form of specific phrases 
indicating particular dance moves, along with non-verbal physical contact to correct 
particular positions and/ or moves. Thus, for this group, the conversational data used 
in the analysis come mostly from the interviews in which I was allowed to observe. 
The second group that was observed was the micro-business programme 
organized by a local Malay-Muslim self-help non-profit organization, henceforth 
referred to by the pseudonym, Muslim Professionals of Singapore. The programme 
seeks to advance the Malay-Muslim community through education, work skills 
training, social development and research programmes. The micro-business 
programme that is conducted yearly seeks to equip lower-income Malays with the 
necessary ‘knowledge’ or cultural capital to set up their own home businesses that 
will enable them to supplement their household income, and hence improve their 
socioeconomic situation and move out of their marginality into the mainstream. The 
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40 participants who attended this micro-business programme in 2011 all had a 
monthly household income of less than S$3,500 (thus significantly lower than the 
mean for Malay Singaporeans), and many of them had been affected by the economic 
downturn in 2008. Because they paid a heavily subsidized fee of S$100, there were 
prospective participants who might not necessarily be better off, but are turned away 
because they do not have trade skill to begin with. Participants from the micro-
business programme generally lacked the spoken and written competence in English 
despite being somewhat competent in their trade skills. Many had only secondary 
school qualifications and below, which correlated with their lower incomes, and were 
thus more affected by the economic crisis in 2008. Through participating in the 
programme, participants attended compulsory business skills and computer literacy 
courses, as well as a trade skill class based on their individual trade skills (wedding 
crafts, food and beverage, tailoring, spa services and hairdressing), and also received 
mentoring and coaching from successful entrepreneurs who were positioned as their 
role models.  
Having been informed by the training manager that the participants in this 
programme were not so comfortable with and competent in the English language, I 
briefed them in Malay on the first day of their training programme. In the briefing, I 
translated the details found in the participant information sheet, which was written in 
English. For the micro-business group, I observed two trade skills classes, namely the 
wedding craft, and the food and beverage groups, together with the compulsory 
business classes that all participants had to attend. Because the micro-business 
participants were further grouped into smaller, specific trade skills classes, it was not 
possible to observe all the groups at the same time. The coordinator who oversaw the 
running of the programme also gave some background information on the 
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participants, and some insights into the computer literacy classes that I did not get 
permission to observe. 
 The two ethnographic sites were chosen as they provided the institutional 
settings where circulating homogenizing ideologies of Malayness such as 
underachievement, linguistic incompetence and ethnoreligious conflation were 
directly observable. The yearly micro-business programme relates to the 
socioeconomic underachievement of the Malays vis-à-vis the other ethnic groups, 
which translates into the income gap between the Malays and the rest of the 
communities in Singapore. Justified by the ideology of meritocracy, the neoliberal 
ideals of social welfare-averse Singapore are upheld through the formation of self-
help groups such as the Muslim professionals organization that run the home business 
training programme. In the Malay dance group, Seri Tari, ideologies that go into the 
Malay-Muslim ethnoreligious conflation are pertinent. Both Malay cultural 
preservation efforts in cosmopolitan Singapore, and training efforts by Muslim 
organization of professionals question the homogenization of the Malay community, 
and make visible the ideologies of language that constitute the circulation of Malay 
stereotypes that manifest at the interactional level. 
  
3.3 Analysis of conversational data 
For both groups, the analysis specifically looks out for the reproductions and 
manifestations of language beliefs in the participants’ utterances. Upon transcribing 
the recorded interactional data turn-by-turn, detailed linguistic analysis of the 
interactions among participants and with me the researcher was conducted because 
interactional stance is central to identity construction in that it mediates between the 
linguistic structures and identity construction strategies (Bucholtz & Hall, 2008, p. 
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153). The utterances were analyzed for language choice, stance shifts and other verbal 
and limited non-verbal strategies of negotiation such as repairs and repetitions, 
disfluencies, discourse particles, and pauses or the lack of them. 
 One setback in recording the interactions was the lack of audibility of some of 
the utterances in the observations of social interactions recorded. As such, there were 
stretches of conversations that could not be properly transcribed. This was due to the 
limitations of the audio and video-recording equipment that were not able to block out 
ambient noises in big classroom. Also, some of the participants involved in the 
observation were also more guarded in their interactional practices because of the 
knowledge that they were being recorded. They became rather conscious of the 
recording equipment placed near them, and subsequently lowered their voices when 
speaking, resulting in inaudibility. In cases like these, I had to rely on the field notes 
made for my analysis or disregard the data if the recording was mostly inaudible. To 
ensure that participants were at ease, I engaged in casual conversations with them 
before beginning any recording in order for them to be more comfortable. I also 
ensured that I did not engage in note-taking activities while interviewing or chatting 
with the participants.  
Also, the relatively short duration of the micro-business programme and the 
clashes in the class schedules of the different trade skills meant that I was unable to 
observe a larger number of participants more extensively before the end of the 
programme. That the dance group was also busy with performances locally and 
overseas during the agreed observation period meant that I was not able to observe as 
much spontaneous and informal interactions as I had hoped to. In order to get around 
this limitation, I relied mostly on interviews that were carried out over a few sessions 
for each consenting participants. 
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3.3.1 The value of conversational data in this study 
As the study aims to demonstrate how macro-level language policy issues and 
micro-level interaction are ultimately integrated and co-constitutive, conversational 
data, which are secondary ideological sites, are fertile ground where particular 
language ideologies manifest, and speakers’ negotiations of subject positionings take 
place. The bilingual data collected for this study come from naturally-occurring 
speech as they are interactionally achieved. This enables me to analyze participants’ 
expression of Malayness, which also encompasses Muslimness, and also allow me to 
examine how contextualization cues or stance resources (Jaffe, 2009b, p. 119), and 
the discursive strategies of repairs, use of modals as well as discourse particles flag 
the stance shifts in these interactions in their identity performance. These stance shifts 
point to the participants’ (re)orientations with prevailing ideologies of Malay-Muslim 
ethnoreligious essentialism that are dominant in Singapore. The data are analyzed turn 
by turn for each in turn are “moments of identification” (Omoniyi, 2006a, p. 21) as 
speakers align or disalign themselves with the social positionings that arise from 
contesting ideologies. The two ethnographic sites reflect the different institutional 
settings concerning the different aspects of Malayness; the skills-upgrading class 
relates to the stereotype of Malay underachievement, and the dance group relates to 
the idea of Malayness through its promotion of Malay culture.  
While a sociolinguistic survey would show the distribution patterns of the 
different linguistic resources within a bi/multilingual religious group like the Malay 
community in Singapore, a close analysis of interactions recorded in participant 
observations uncovers the prevailing ideologies that shape the mundane utterances of 
speakers in their identity work through identification, stances and nuances (Rampton, 
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2007, p. 585) that would have otherwise been invisible and unquestioned. Such 
interactional and constructivist perspective of identity privileges speaker’s agency that 
is central to identity work. This in turn questions the homogenizing functional 
polarization of languages that justifies Singapore’s globalized economy, and certainly 
points to the need for language policy to be situated in socioculturally (McCarty, 
2011), thus addressing the linguistic anxiety present in the speakers of the languages 
concerned. Some studies may use surveys to triangulate, but because identity 
renegotiation is relational, i.e., it involves social positioning and management of 
subjectivities, it is best to situate the conversational data in specific institutional 
settings or framings. As opposed to a more macro project involving surveys of 
participants from a sociological perspective, the macro-micro considerations that 
inform this study focus on the subjectivities of participants as they align or disalign 
with particular language ideologies in their interactions.  
In addition, the interviews also serve as means investigate social practice, and 
in doing so, it becomes a site for investigation (Talmy, 2011, p. 27), rather than a 
mere research instrument for gathering information. Interviews allow for reflexivity 
and subjectivity in terms of speakers’ bias and interest to be made salient as 
participants co-construct meanings with interviewers (Talmy, 2011, p. 35). This is 
done through specific allusions to particular prevailing beliefs as well as reference to 
an earlier utterance in the interview, which makes their meaning negotiations more 
apparent. From the social practice perspective, the analysis of responses to the 
questions asked in the interview sessions with participants from the dance and micro-
business groups on what makes one a Malay and how does one perceive oneself as a 
Malay reveals certain related ideologies about Malay language and Malay nationhood. 
After all, this study is concerned with the co-construction and negotiation of shared 
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meanings where the deployment of stance resources like language choice and voice, 
as well as repairs and discourse particles, are integral (Mann, 2011, p. 15).  
One significant point about the approach taken in this study is that these 
interactional acts are fluid, and they cannot be investigated with the expectation of 
much stability and making generalizations about what Malay Singaporeans do, which 
is not the goal of this study to begin with. Rather, this study seeks to understand the 
effects that official discourse may have on the self-positioning of Malay 
Singaporeans. Linguistic anxiety may manifest differently in the two groups 
observed, but they can be explained by the same ideologies that affect the conception 
of Malayness in terms of ethnoreligious conflation, language-religion link and 
neoliberal meritocratic ideals where no one fits neatly. In fact, the examples chosen in 
the discussion of these strategies in Chapters 5 and 6 depict the particular ways in 
which these participants position themselves more saliently in the different 
sociopolitical positions observed in my fieldwork, and how they deal with these 
tensions.  
Being a Malay-Muslim and a native speaker of Malay socially positioned me 
as an ‘insider’ within the two groups with the added advantage of having an 
understanding of the social norms of the community studied and how these norms 
assign social meanings to and structure participants’ utterances (Duranti, 1997, p. 
173). At the same time, because the aim of my study is to investigate how ideological 
processes manifest in discursive practices, my proficiency in both English and Malay 
allows the participants the freedom of choice to speak in the language they are fluent 
in and switch between English and Malay as they wish in their interviews. For those 
who were comfortable switching between English and Malay, they were able to do so 
comfortably without feeling that they have been judged for their ‘bilingual 
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incompetence’ to sustain their utterance in one language only. For those who found 
speaking in English difficult, they would have no problem interacting with me in 
informal, colloquial Malay. This flexibility enables the investigation of participants’ 
choices of language and discursive strategies as they speak about Malayness and their 
ethnoreligious and linguistic positioning by the state within the macro-level 





















Chapter 4 Official discourses on Malay ethnicity and language maintenance 
 
This chapter will examine the hegemonic and institutional forces that shape 
official discourses about English and Malay as mother tongue. It is concerned with 
how the ideological framings of languages in terms of pride and profit reproduce 
language hegemony that further give rise to the unequal linguistic values of the 
official languages in Singapore. This will in turn frame our discussions of the identity 
work in the two chapters following this. 
As previously outlined in Chapter 2, the notion of linguistic markets outlined 
in the previous chapter, Chapter 3, entails the centrality of institutions of power in 
legitimizing and valourizing certain language varieties and devaluing others, together 
with the struggle to gain that linguistic capital so as to further attain cultural capital. 
This officializing of certain languages, for instance, legitimizes the standard language 
varieties and certainly underscores the uneven distribution of access to such valued 
linguistic resources through policies and/ or regulations imposed top-down by the 
authority. These policies and/ or regulations are usually justified by framings of 
language as ‘pride’ and ‘profit’ (Heller & Duchêne, 2012) in globalized linguistic 
markets where discourses of pride address issues of linguistic identity, rights and 
ownership, while those of profit construe language and culture in economic terms. 
The process of authentication introduced in Chapter 2 in identity construction, 
as well as the construance of languages as pride and profit, makes assertions about 
(unquestioned) verifications and claims of genuineness or credibility of an identity 
that in some cases work towards essentializing the identity concerned. Its counterpart, 
denaturalization, also introduced in Chapter 2, however entails problematizing the 
assumptions of genuineness or ‘naturalness’ of the identity in question. Along with 
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this authentication and denaturalization tactics of intersubjectivity, speakers and 
language authority use another pair of tactics – authorization and illegitimation. The 
processes of affirmation and maintenance of identity through institutionalized power 
structures, such as through language standardization, is a way to authorize particular 
varieties, in ethnolinguistic delineation of communities. In contrast to authorization, 
illegitimation constitute the dismissing and censoring of particular identities by these 
institutions. 
The inseparability of language and identity is the rationality that governs the 
mother tongue policy in Singapore, and because ethnic identity is essentialized, it 
follows that language becomes object that is essentialized too in terms of ownership, 
i.e., the language of an ethnic community is something that the members in that 
community is born with, and is thus discrete and fixed.  The sanctity of the mother 
tongue ideology (Pennycook, 2002, p. 12) in circulating discourse on Singapore’s 
bilingual policy is not only seen to counter discourse of English as a language that is 
devoid of values, but, more importantly, also uphold the ‘rights’ of the minority 
communities to maintain their recognized mother tongues (Wee, 2011, p. 48). This is 
supported by the positioning of mother tongues as cultural anchors of the individual 
ethnic community. This works as a means for the Singapore government to maintain 
the neat multiculturalism (or ‘multiracialism’ as it is known in Singapore) that is 
achieved through a deliberate ethnic delineation in the CMIO model. Such 
construance of mother tongue as part of the ethnic community’s ‘DNA’ lends itself 
readily to the pride discourse that gets constantly evoked in the state’s articulations 
about mother tongues. 
Promotion of official languages in Singapore entails affirming and 
maintaining the particular ways of using the language done through government 
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representatives such as ministers and other members of parliament, institutions of 
education and the media, such as through language standardization in ethnolinguistic 
delineation of communities. Four language council secretariats have been set up to 
promote the official languages, which includes organizing language campaigns, 
namely, Speak Good English Movement (SGEM), Promote Mandarin Council, Malay 
Language Council Singapore (MLCS, also known as Majlis Bahasa Melayu 
Singapura in Malay) and Tamil Language Council. These secretariats are managed by 
the National Heritage Board (NHB), a statutory board under the Ministry of Culture, 
Community and Youth (MCCY) that is positioned as the “custodian of Singapore’s 
heritage”9. 
 
4.1 Unequal economic advantage of mother tongues 
Among the three official mother tongue languages, however, Mandarin, like 
English, has an economic edge over the other two. Mandarin’s economic advantage is 
explicitly recognized by the government, given China’s expanding economy. This is 
coupled with the fact that students offering Mandarin in national primary schools will 
be offered places in nine Special Assistance Plan (SAP) secondary schools if they are 
among the top 10% of the cohort at the Primary School Leaving Examination at 
Primary Six, where they will study both English and Higher Chinese as ‘first 
languages’. In addition to this, students who obtain a minimum pass for their Higher 
Chinese at the GCE ‘O’ levels will be given two bonus points off their aggregates for 
entry into junior colleges. These SAP schools are also locally known as ‘elite’ schools 






quality facilities in their campuses that are funded by the state. These schools were 
designated in 1979 as part of the state’s “cultural endeavour and to promote the 
Chinese language and culture” (Tan, 2007, p. 81) to nurture a core group of bicultural 
elites that by virtue of their Chinese ethnicity, possess the Confucian “core values of 
thrift [and] hard work” (Rahim, 1998, p. 56), values that are also highly privileged in 
meritocratic societies.  
Since ethnicity is closely tied to the mother tongue language learnt in national 
schools, access to the more privileged Mandarin language may be more differentially 
allocated than that of English, giving speakers of Mandarin, the Chinese, a more 
advantageous position in the global economy than those who do not speak the 
language. Mandarin is a language that most of the minority ethnic groups do not 
speak given the ethnolinguistic delineation. With the SAP schools not open to 
enrolling Malay- and Tamil-speaking students, who by virtue of the language policy 
will not have enough opportunity to learn Mandarin, these students may then not gain 
the same advantage as their Mandarin-speaking counterparts, even though these 
linguistically-talented students offering Higher Malay and Higher Tamil at the GCE 
‘O’ levels are also eligible to get two bonus points off their aggregates to enter junior 
colleges of their choice. Not being able to enrol in SAP schools also means having 
little or no access to the prestigious programmes that are available almost exclusively 
to SAP schools’ students. 
Singapore’s first Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew admitted that the rise of 
China was instrumental to Singapore’s bilingual education policy in his book, My 
Lifelong Challenge: Singapore’s Bilingual Journey (Lee, 2012, p. 132), and 
continued to mention that: 
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“China’s rise presents many opportunities for Singaporeans who are bilingual. 
Whether working in China or doing business with Chinese companies, those 
who are comfortable in the Chinese language have an advantage over those 
who know only English. My decision to get Chinese Singaporeans to learn 
Mandarin in addition to English has been vindicated” (Lee, 2012, p. 204).  
 
Although Lee’s explicit mention of his instrumentalist motivation behind his 
decision to replace the other Chinese languages or ‘dialects’ with Mandarin is deemed 
as advantageous to the Chinese community, it raises the question of what economic 
value do Malay and Tamil have, especially when they too, like Mandarin, are 
supposed to function as cultural anchors given their mother tongue status. There has 
hardly been any mention of the grooming of Malay- and Tamil-speaking bicultural 
elites (Wee, 2006, p. 356), as is the case with the Chinese bicultural elite.  
Another example quoted in Lee’s book to justify the choice of Mandarin as the 
mother tongue for the Chinese community and to illustrate the economic advantage of 
knowing Mandarin is that of a Singaporean woman who attended a SAP school. The 
said woman who worked in Beijing for a while reportedly said to him, “No non-
Chinese gets to work in the Forbidden City. It’s a great opportunity.” (Lee, 2012, p. 
205). The book, while subtitled as “Singapore’s Bilingual Journey”, has very little to 
say about the tensions surrounding the status of the Malay and Tamil languages in 
Singapore. The woman’s explicit mention of “no non-Chinese” having the same 
economic advantage as a Mandarin-speaking bicultural elite clearly shows how 
Mandarin has taken on another function, unlike the other two mother tongues. The 
apparent insensitivity on the part of the woman who belongs to the majority ethnic 
group shows that such tensions concerning the economic value of the other two 
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languages are rendered invisible and insignificant. It can then be questioned if the 
ethnolinguistic delineation has been justified for the Malays and Indians, just as 
Mandarin is for the Chinese according to Lee if the Chinese stands to gain more by 
virtue of their assigned mother tongue. If Mandarin has also evolved to become 
another symbolic capital that is preferred in certain employment or business 
opportunities, speakers of Mandarin will then have an edge over non-speakers, who 
are the Malay and Indian minorities in Singapore.  
The struggle for capital attainment then becomes even more pertinent for 
Malays in light of Singapore’s meritocracy and the recognized underachievement of 
the Malay community in education and its accompanying lower household income 
levels in comparison to the Chinese and Indians. Singapore’s language policy itself is 
instrumental in distributing access to valued linguistic capital through the allocation 
of economic value to the languages concerned. The official discourse on Singapore’s 
language policy inadvertently “[assigns] different types of capital to English or the so-
called ‘mother tongues’ and so allocate the linguistic field in specific ways” (Silver, 
2005, 47). While it is clear from the implementation of the language policy post-
independence that the state is investing towards cultivating English-speaking bilingual 
and bicultural elites that will serve both its political and economic interests, the 
Malays’ marginality gets accentuated as a result of being generally excluded from 
learning Mandarin due to Singapore’s language policy.   
The establishment of SAP schools has been met with displeasure periodically 
over the years from members of the minority ethnic groups such as Members of 
Parliament and the Singapore Malay Teachers’ Union (Lee, 2012, p. 125-126). 
Alluding to “some disquiet when SAP schools first came into being” in 1978, Lee 
(2012) argued that: 
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“… if students and parents wished, we would set up a Malay SAP secondary 
school for top Malay students. There were no takers. While some within the 
Malay community favoured the idea in the abstract, others doubted that there 
was enough of a critical mass of top Malay students to form a Malay SAP 
school to compete with premier schools like Raffles Institution. By the mid-
1980s, there were no longer any Malay- or Tamil-medium schools.” (Lee, 
2012, p. 126) 
 
What is significant here is that while the Chinese SAP schools resulted from 
state intervention on the grounds of ‘necessity’ (Wee, 2006, p. 356), the claim that the 
government could possibly set up similar SAP schools for the minority groups if they 
so desire seems to follow the free market logic of demand and supply. Also, by 
hinting that there is a lack of a critical mass of top Malay students of a certain 
‘calibre’, underachievement of the Malays is further highlighted as the main 
hindrance to the attainment of economic and symbolic capital, unlike the case with 
the Chinese. While this ties in with the meritocratic ideals lauded by the government, 
the Chinese community has institutional support in place to begin with. 
 The demise of the vernacular (Malay- and Tamil-medium) schools in 1970-
80s is made to seem like a natural process that went unchallenged by the two minority 
communities concerned when the main reason behind the unpopularity of the 
vernacular schools has to do with the limited economic opportunities, higher 
education prospects and cultural capital for graduates of such schools. Given this, it is 
unlikely that SAP-equivalent schools for Malay and Tamil will become a reality in the 
near future. As seen in Table 1 in Chapter 1, there is an increase in the percentage of 
households using English as home language across all three major ethnic communities 
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between 2000 and 2010. The Malays indicate the highest increase of 9.1% compared 
to 6% for the Indians and 8.7% for the Chinese, suggesting a language shift that is 
happening among the younger Singaporeans. In the same period, the Malay and 
Indian households show a corresponding decrease of 8.9% and 6.2% for the use of 
Malay and Tamil respectively as home languages, while the Chinese households still 
register an increase of 2.6% in Mandarin as home language despite showing an 
increase in the use of English as home language. These different trajectories are 
seemingly related to the unequal economic advantage perceived by speakers of these 
languages. Malay and Tamil are certainly not the languages spoken in the fastest-
growing emerging economies of China and India. So while the Chinese are 
supposedly able to embrace both economic advantage and cultural revitalization 
through Mandarin, it is not quite the case for the Malays and Tamil-speaking Indians. 
Economic and sentimental concerns seem at odds in the meritocratic logic that 
privileged socioeconomic achievements, and this becomes a site of struggle not only 
for the speakers, but also the language authority to reconcile in their efforts to 
promote these languages.  
Malay, being closely linked to Islam in this region may still continue to be the 
home language of a large majority of the Malay community, albeit more and more 
households with members who have tertiary education choosing to privilege English 
over Malay. The fact that Singapore is surrounded by Malay-speaking country also 
contributes to its maintenance and utility to a large extent. Tamil, on the other hand, is 
not a common language among the diverse Indian communities. It is the home 
language of only 36.7% of the Indian community (refer to Table 1 and 2 in Chapter 1) 
that comprises 9.2% of the total Singapore population (Singapore Department of 
Statistics, 2010a). Tamil’s economic advantage is even tougher to prove in terms of 
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its function and relevance to the Tamil-speaking Indian community in Singapore 
(Saravanan, Lakshmi & Caleon, 2007, p. 60) as it does not have a ‘home territory’ 
and is not a language that is widely spoken within the Southeast Asia. Tamil is also 
associated with speakers who are uneducated and of low socioeconomic status, hence 
the choice made by educated Tamil bilinguals to speak English instead of Tamil 
(Schiffman, 2003, p. 108-109; Saravanan, 1993, p. 281) as an act of distinction. Given 
that Tamil is strictly diglossic, the low variety spoken at home is considered a 
stigmatized variety by the language purists who privilege the use of the high literary 
variety in schools, which is hardly used at home (Schiffman, 2003, p. 106; Saravanan 
1993, p. 282). The literary variety is a ‘hyperpurified’ classical variety that rejects any 
borrowings from other languages such as in the case of the spoken Tamil (Schiffman, 
2003, p. 115). The maintenance of Tamil is primarily in the domain of religion for the 
Tamil-speaking Hindus, and to some extent, Tamil-speaking Muslims in Singapore 
(Vaish, 2008, p. 453; Saravanan, 1993, p. 286). However, despite the few mosques in 
Singapore that use Tamil instead of Malay as the language of religious education, 
anecdotally, it is well known that many Tamil-speaking Indian Muslims who marry 
Malays have adopted Malay as the language for use in the home and in religious 
education.  
 
4.2 Top-down promotion of Malay 
According to the MLCS’s newly revamped website after the 2014’s Malay 
Language Month, its major roles in the development of Singapore’s Malay language 
include the standardization of the spelling system, corpus planning, policing the 
Malay language contamination and promoting the use of standard Malay10, very much 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 MLCS. Retrieved from http://www.mbms.sg/my/mengenai-kami/  
! &$!
like the authorization efforts of a language academy. One of the main roles of the 
MLCS is to ensure that the standard variety of the Malay language is upheld. Its 
vision on its website11 clearly states that it seeks to advocate: 
 “Bahasa Melayu Singapura yang baku dan dinamik dan dibanggakan oleh 
penggunanya.”  
(A Singapore Malay language that is standard and dynamic, and is the pride of 
its users.) 
 
The MLCS is responsible for the organization of the annual Malay Language 
Month, which was once a biennial event. The decision to have the event organized 
yearly arises from the perceived falling standards in the Malay language among 
Malay students and the fact that more primary one Malay students are coming from 
English-speaking homes based on a survey conducted by the Ministry of Education in 
201012.  According to the survey, home languages influence the attitude of students 
towards the learning mother tongues and their proficiency in these languages 
(Ministry of Education 2011: 31), underscoring the importance of the mother tongues 
in the transmission of cultural values. In addition, the 2010 Mother Tongue 
Languages Review Committee cites the data on home language collected yearly by 
the Ministry of Education (2011) in its report as the rationalization behind the 
recommendations proposed in the teaching of mother tongues; in 1991, 13% of 
primary one-going Malay children used English as the home language, but by 2010, 
the figure rose to 37% (p. 29). 
In a knee-jerk reaction to the perceived falling standards and unpopularity of 
Malay, efforts at promoting the Malay language have been intensified. As a result, the !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 MLCS. Retrieved from www.mbms.sg. The vision still remains on the newly-revamped website. 
12 Mother Tongue Languages Review Committee Report 2010. Retrieved from 
http://www.Ministry of Education.gov.sg/media/press/files/2011/mtl-review-report-2010.pdf  
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emphasis on standard pronunciation is renewed. A slew of newspaper articles 
published in the state-controlled Malay language newspaper not only attempt to 
convince the community to speak more Malay, and be proud of their linguistic 
heritage, but also criticize their everyday discursive practices of supposedly 
privileging English over Malay. 
 
4.3 Standard ideology of sebutan baku and its contestations 
Here, I will discuss the ideological framings that surround official discourses 
on standard Malay and Malayness. Such construance of language as identity marker 
deploys the complementary processes of identification that include authorization and 
illegitimation, as well as authentication and denaturalization strategies as means to lay 
claims about and justify the state’s ethnolinguistic definition of Malayness. The 
discussion below reveals the contradictory language ideologies that go into the 
positioning of official languages in Singapore that gives rise to the anxiety on the part 
of the Malay language authority.  
Central to the language council’s vision of the Malay language in Singapore 
mentioned in the previous section above is the notion of pride, which is aligned with 
the rationale behind Singapore’s bilingual policy that positions mother tongues as 
cultural repositories of the ethnic groups. The rhetoric of pride links language to 
authenticating culture and identity that underpins the ethnolinguistic delineation 
intrinsic in the state’s conception of multiculturalism, something that the Malay 
language authority mobilizes (Heller & Duchêne, 2012, p. 5) to iconize the Malay 
language as an ethnic emblem (Gal, 2012, p. 30). This conception of mother tongue 
languages is institutionally supported by the NHB whose role as heritage custodian 
seeks to safeguard and promote the heritage of the diverse communities in 
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Singapore13. The variety that is privileged by the language authority is the standard 
variety along with its standardized pronunciation known as sebutan baku. The 
language authority’s conception of ‘standard’ here concerns the legitimacy of the 
variety that is imposed on the community even though the naturalized Johor-Riau 
accent has been in use for centuries in Singapore. It is positing that this standard 
variety is the linguistic identity marker and pride of Singaporean Malays, a claim that 
many Malays are uncomfortable with. 
The standard pronunciation (sebutan baku), also commonly known as bahasa 
baku among the Malays, follows closely the standard spelling that was first 
implemented in the 1970s. This new spelling system, also known as Ejaan Yang 
Disempurnakan (EYD) or the perfected spelling in English, is supposedly phonemic. 
Following that, sebutan baku was implemented in schools in 1993 and later in the 
GCE ‘O’ (Ordinary) and ‘A’ (Advanced) Levels in 1997 (Satariman, 2006, p. 55). 
The reason for doing so was initially because Malaysia, despite reservations towards 
the adoption of sebutan baku, decided to implement it in its school curriculum. The 
Malay language authority in Singapore, not wanting to be seen as lagging behind in 
the Malay language development, especially since Malay has become the language of 
the minority and no longer the lingua franca, decided to include sebutan baku in the 
Malay language curriculum (Daipi, 1998). However, Malaysia has not been able to 
enforce successfully the use of the sebutan baku given the existence of many varieties 
of Malay spoken in its various states, and so Singapore now becomes the sole 
champion for a system of pronunciation that is perceived by many as downplaying the 
local varieties and regional dialects that have become the identity markers of !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!





particular indigenous peoples in the Nusantara. Brunei has its own standard variety, 
Standard Bruneian Malay, which it holds dear, while Indonesians will not accept that 
Bahasa Indonesia is Malay language because of nationalistic interests, despite many 
lexical, phonological and syntactical similarities, and much mutual intelligibility. 
Singapore’s MLCS, which is only a secretariat under NHB, is hardly a Malay 
language academy that is authoritative to influence the implementation of a standard 
regional variety that sebutan baku was initially envisioned to be. In fact, it looks to 
Malaysia for expertise in the Malay language scholarship. Singapore’s awkward 
position in championing the sebutan baku thus fails to convince Malay Singaporeans 
who have already accepted the Johor-Riau variety as its ‘native’ tongue to adopt the 
standard pronunciation. 
The Baku system of pronunciation was first mooted in 1956 at the third Malay 
Language and Literature Congress in Singapore and Johor Bahru. According to an 
article on sebutan baku Malaysian newspaper The New Straits Times on 25 January 
2000, it was initially “strongly proposed” in Malaysia that the pronunciation of the 
Malay words should coincide with the way the words are spelled to prevent 
confusion. However, through the decades, the Baku pronunciation was not adhered to. 
In 2000, the Malaysian education ministry decided to do away with the system of 
pronunciation partly because it was seen as doing away with dialect, which resulted in 
misunderstanding and disruption of communication flow among Malaysians.  Also, it 
was seen as undermining the Malaysian identity because of its perceived Indonesian 
influence14. Singapore’s Malay language authority, on the other hand, has 
implemented and enforced the Baku pronunciation in the national schools and 
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14 ‘Differing views on the use of bahasa baku pronunciation’ by Untung Umar Rs. In The New Straits 
Times, January 25, 2000. !
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broadcast media, i.e. in the local Malay TV channel, Suria and the two radio stations, 
Ria and Warna. The spoken form of the naturalized Johor-Riau variety is deemed by 
the language authority as ‘lazy’ and ‘uneducated’ speech due to deletions of end 
consonants of syllable sounds like /r/ as in [b!s"r] to [b!s":] and the switch from the 
terminal open vowel sound /"/ to /!/ like in [s"j"] to [s"j!]. This can be seen as an 
example of what Eckert (2008, p. 468 & 470) calls hypoarticulation, generally 
associated with laziness and a lack of refinement and intellectual capacity. The 
hyperarticulated variety (Eckert, 2008, p. 468 & 470), where in the case of the Malay 
language would be the standard variety with emphasis on ‘correct’ pronunciation, is 
associated with clarity and precision in speech is linked to education and power.  
The language authority’s indexing of sebutan baku as ‘correctness’ in spoken 
Malay frames various discourses concerning the ‘authentic’ tongue of the Malay 
community in Singapore is a means to ‘authenticate’ the linguistic identity of the 
Malays. Mentioned in the 2005 Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and 
Pedagogy by the Ministry of Education is the review committee’s concern with the 
“decline in the standard of spoken Malay” (Ministry of Education, 2005, p. 3) where 
today’s youths “do not seem to have the same breadth of expression and degree of 
precision in their spoken [Malay Language] as earlier generations” do (Ministry of 
Education, 2005, p. 12).  The committee predicates this perceived incompetence in 
the spoken language as the justification for the “need to establish Sebutan Baku” 
(Ministry of Education, 2005, p. 12) which it positions to be pure and unadulterated. 
They proposed a “renewed emphasis on Baku through the activities coordinated by 
the Malay Language Council of Singapore (MLCS) and other Malay organizations” 
(Ministry of Education, 2005, p. 45) as a way to counter the falling standards. That 
sebutan baku in its supposed sterile and pristine state is posited as the ‘correct’ and 
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original (spoken) language that students of the Malay language must speak in 
classroom interactions as well as oral examinations stigmatizes the naturalized spoken 
Johor-Riau variety used by the majority of the Singapore Malay community at home 
and in public spaces for generations.  
Hence, in consistent with the standard language ideology, and in an attempt to 
relate the ‘standard’ with ‘prestige’ (Milroy and Milroy, 1999, p. 532), the baku 
pronunciation is used largely by the language authority and the Malay elites in formal 
community events. It is also used in public domains like the Malay language 
classrooms in school and the broadcast media, equating educatedness with 
competence in the standard variety. Following up on the review committee’s 
proposal, the MLCS website now features a section entitled Sebut Tepat or 
‘Pronounce it Accurately’ where viewers can play sound files to listen to how 
particular words are to be pronounced to correct their ‘pronunciation mistakes’. Much 
effort is put in to promote this standard variety through the media, language 
campaigns, and schools as a response by the language authority to the supposed 
slipping Malay language standards among the younger generation who are more 
exposed to English in schools and workplaces. Based on a survey conducted by the 
Ministry of Education in 2005, a growing minority are gradually adopting English as 
the home language, with 13% of Primary 2 students and 10% Secondary 4 students 
coming from exclusively English-speaking homes as mentioned in the Report of the 
Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review November 2005 (Ministry of 
Education, 2005, p. 16); again, in the 2010 Mother Tongue Languages Review 
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Committee Report indicates the same observation with a rise from 13% in 1991 to 
37% in 2010 ( Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 29) for the Malay community15.  
Along with the institutional authorization of the standard varieties, 
illegitimation strategies constitute the dismissing and censoring of particular identities 
by these institutions because of deviations from the norm. The widespread use of 
language mixing among younger bilingual Malays is now construed as evidence of 
‘contamination’ of the Malay language. In the 2005 Report by the Curriculum Review 
Committee, the Malay language is said to have “come under the onslaught of 
colloquialising influences which include the use of foreign slang, grammatical 
inaccuracies and sms abbreviations just to name a few” (Ministry of Education, 2005, 
p. 43), and such a variety is further referred to as a “restricted code”, explained in a 
footnote as “a subset of a language that is used in limited contexts by specific group 
of language users [that] may not be truly literate” (Ministry of Education, 2005, p. 
43). Such fear of the violation of the purity of the Malay language has resulted in a 
discursive complex of simultaneous authenticating and deauthenticating through what 
I would call hyperpurification. As part of the language authority’s authentication 
strategy to stall the ‘contamination process’ through the stepping up of teacher-
training, annually-organized Malay Language month, and the creation of MLCS’s 
website that instructs on the ‘correct’ or standard use of the language in terms of 
pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar, hyperpurification bears consequences on the 
construct of speakers as sociolinguistic subjects, especially in terms of their 
paradoxical social positioning by the state – as ‘owners’ of the Malay language, and 
yet not speaking the ‘authentic’ variety. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15  According to same report, for the Chinese, the rise in the use of English as the dominant home 
language is from 28% in 1991 to 59% in 2010. For the Indians, it is from 49% in 1991 to 58% in 2010. 
(Ministry of Education 2010: 29) 
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However, there has been little regard given to the sociocultural context within 
which such language mixing as mentioned in the report is used. In framing the use of 
non-standard pronunciation and frequent ‘codeswitching’ between Malay and English 
as incompetence, the Malay language curriculum review committee deploys 
Bernstein’s (1971) notion of restricted and elaborated codes to account for the 
perceived falling standards in the community’s ‘linguistic competence’ to rationalize 
their continued emphasis on the standard spoken variety in schools (Ministry of 
Education, 2005). Such conception of ‘codes’ that underscores the cognitive capacity 
of language users in terms of language competence ignores the power dimensions that 
frame such ideological positioning, that is, the sociopolitical constructedness of 
‘linguistic competence’ by the state (Agha, 2011, p. 48; Auer & Roberts, 2011, p. 
388; Blommaert, 2009, p. 245; Park, 2009, p. 35). Contrary to the curriculum review 
committee’s construance of non-standard interactional strategies like language mixing 
as incompetence and lack of education, Belz (2002, p. 62) postulates that speakers 
who are able to codeswitch between languages and varieties are multicompetent, 
undermining the notion of competence as largely cognitive. 
Within the Singaporean Malay community, the implementation of sebutan 
baku has not been without tensions. Though there was no overt protest against its use 
in public domains, some members of the Malay community, however, have been 
speaking out against the enforcement of the sebutan baku. Their discourse centres 
around the authentication and denaturalization of particular language practices in 
terms of how they align or deviate from the upheld legitimized standard. Among the 
reasons they cite is the lack of historical and cultural affiliation with sebutan baku 
among most of the Malay population in Singapore. Thus, students stop using it the 
very moment step out of their Malay language classrooms. At home, they hardly ever 
! '"!
use it in their interactions with the family, preferring instead to use the Johor-Riau 
variety, which many have grown up speaking.  
This issue of the relevance of sebutan baku has been raised time and again 
with little effect on the approach by the Malay language specialists who oversee the 
Malay language curriculum implementation in national schools. Among many who 
have raised their apprehension concerning the continuation of the sebutan baku 
publicly was the former editor-in-chief (now retired) of Berita Harian, Mohd Guntor 
Sadali. A report16 in Berita Harian on 14 July 2011 stated that Guntor questioned the 
need for sebutan baku at a prize-giving ceremony held in conjunction with the Malay 
Language Month, given that its implementation close to two decades ago had not 
resulted in much progress in the adoption of the sebutan baku beyond the classroom 
setting. He suggested that the naturalized Johor-Riau pronunciation was already 
‘standard’ and asserted the need to rethink the use of the standard pronunciation 
because the Malay community in Singapore had already adopted the Johor-Riau 
variety of the Malay language and in that sense was already unified and standardized. 
According to Guntor, that the standard pronunciation is hardly used outside of the 
classroom points to the wasted time and resources at promoting it. The article 
reported that he also rebutted the oft-cited claim that implementing the baku 
pronunciation would make it easier for foreigners to learn the Malay language, 
suggesting that it was a misplaced priority on the part of the language authority to 
ignore the already established and standardized language practices of the Malay 
community for generations. The underlying sustaining ideologies of language 
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16 Speech by Editor Berita Harian/Berita Minggu, Mr Mohd Guntor Sadali, at the Jauhari Awards 
Ceremony at the Shangri-La Hotel in July 2011. Reported in Berita Harian, July 14, 2011, ‘Editor BH 
saran disemak dasar penggunaan sebutan baku’. 
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representations in sebutan baku – authenticity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004; Bucholtz, 
2003) and correctness – seem to be contested by the Malay community.  
Guntor’s stance on the standard pronunciation was further echoed by Rilla 
Melati Bahri, the chief creative officer of a Malay enrichment centre who felt that as a 
host of shows, although she was obliged to speak in sebutan baku, the audience and 
participants of the shows and/ or programmes did not use the standard pronunciation 
at all, which made it all the more awkward to insist on such a ‘foreign’ 
pronunciation17. Hosts of locally produced Malay entertainment shows, as well as 
radio deejays are obliged to speak in the standard pronunciation. Often, when they 
interact with the audience or listeners, they will be the only ones speaking in the 
standard pronunciation, showing much disalignment on the part of the audience and 
listeners from the standard ideology of the sebutan baku. 
While the language authority’s obsession with ‘correctness’ here concerns the 
legitimacy of the variety that is used, the speakers perceive ‘correctness’ as reflecting 
the genuineness of the spoken variety used everyday in a way that it authenticates the 
spoken variety as the identity marker of ‘Malayness’ in Singapore, and at the same 
time, denaturalizes the sebutan baku. In a letter to the forum page in the online 
version of the national newspaper, The Straits Times, a parent, Osman Sidek, clearly 
highlights these contestations between the language authority and the language users 
on sebutan baku, which according to him may lead to “Singaporean Malays’ loss of 
their vocal heritage”: 
“Putting ‘Melayu Baku’ to the test at the dinner table one evening, my school-
going daughter sounded different from me, my wife, our parents and 
grandparents. She also sounded different from the Malays from southern !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"(! ‘Akur sebutan baku bahasa Melayu hambat penutur, harus dihenti’ (The standard pronunciation 
hampers speakers, should be stopped) in Berita Harian, July 15, 2011. 
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Peninsular Malaysia and the Indonesian Riau Islands … While I can 
understand what my daughter is saying in "Melayu Baku", just as I would 
understand Malay spoken with north- Malaysian, Indonesian and Bruneian 
pronunciation and accents, the question is, why does our education system 
want to make her Malay sound different from that of her own parents and 
ancestors? If it is for the sake of a pan-Malay linguistic unity, it does not seem 
logical because this effort is actively undertaken only in Singapore, where the 
Malay population is minuscule compared to that of the wider Malay-speaking 
world (The Straits Times Online, 27 May 2013)18.  
 
Osman questioned the ‘authenticity’ of sebutan baku as the identity marker of 
the Singaporean Malay identity, and also questioned the rationale of insisting on the 
standard pronunciation used only in Singapore amidst the larger Malay-speaking 
world. Together, these acts of denaturalizing the standard pronunciation positioned as 
the ‘mother tongue’ by the language authority, and hence the marker of authenticity 
of the Malay community in schools and the mass media by members of the Malay 
community highlight the otherwise invisible tensions that surround the mother tongue 
policy in Singapore concerning the Malay language. Treated generally as 
‘unproblematic’ because Malay is unanimously accepted by the community as the 
mother tongue of Singapore Malays, the insistence on sebutan baku with the intention 
to ‘purify’ and accord much status to the already widely accepted home language of a 
minority community so that it could be perceived as equally valuable as the other 
official languages is a misguided effort by the language authority. However, despite !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 May 27, 2013, Forum letter to The Straits Times. ‘Review teaching of Malay pronunciation in 




the objections mentioned above, to date, sebutan baku continues to be used in the 
mass media, in schools and examinations. 
 
4.4 Anxiety concerning the relevance of Malay language in Singapore 
Instead of recognizing the possible alienation of the Singapore Malay 
community from the Malay language as a result of the enforcement on sebutan baku, 
there is much anxiety on the part of the language authority that Malay is losing its 
relevance, and hence status, due to the dominance of English, and to a lesser extent, 
the privileging of Mandarin as a linguistic capital for the Chinese. This anxiety 
continues to frame the promotion of the Malay Language Month. In a newspaper 
article in Berita Harian, the local official Malay newspaper, published on July 23, 
2013, and entitled, ‘Everyone’s role in raising the status of the language’ (‘Peranan 
semua pihak martabat bahasa’)19, Zaqy Mohamad, the Chairman of the Malay 
Language Month Committee who is also a Member of Parliament for the Choa Chu 
Kang GRC is quoted as saying that this role of according status to Malay language is 
something that the community is “entrusted with” (“harus menganggap … sebagai 
satu amanah”) indicating that the maintenance of the language is the sole 
responsibility of the Malay community rather than the government, i.e., it requires the 
protection of its ‘inheritors’ rather than the state. 
In the abovementioned article, the Malay language is referred to as an object 
that is inherited in the article (“warisan”) and an “asset [of the community] that must 
be continuously preserved” (“harus terus memelihara aset kita ini”). It is no surprise 
that Malay is conceived as the community’s ‘inheritance’, following the justification 
for the need for cultural and heritage preservation where mother tongues are !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 In Berita Harian online website. Retrieved from http://beritaharian.sg/singapura/peranan-semua-
pihak-martabat-bahasa 
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positioned as cultural repositories. But to position it as an asset, or an item of possible 
economic value, within the same article is an attempt to strengthen the ‘pride’ 
argument that works to justify the need to maintain the status of the Malay language 
within Singapore’s multilingual context. This is especially so when English has 
replaced (Bazaar) Malay as the inter-ethnic lingua franca. While (Bazaar) Malay is 
now no longer the lingua franca in Singapore, the term “inheritance” suggests that 
Malay as the Malay community’s assigned mother tongue serves to define specifically 
Malay ethnicity, rather than national identity by virtue of its symbolic status as 
Singapore’s national language. 
To further justify the relevance of the Malay language now within Singapore’s 
sociolinguistic context where the English language plays a dominant role in both the 
public and private sphere, as well as in the globalized economy, the same article also 
reports on the “good and apt initiative” (“satu inisiatif baik dan wajar”) of organizing 
an inaugural social media workshop for Malay Language Student Ambassadors 
conducted by Aidli Alin Mosbit, a theatre practitioner. As part of the Malay Language 
Month organizing committee’s efforts in reaching out to students and promoting the 
language among them, the workshop was conceived to be “relevant to and keeping 
abreast with the internet era” (“relevan mengikuti era Internet”). The workshop was 
held prior to the start of the Malay Language Month on 2013 as part of the 
preparation for the language festival. The word “initiative” is used to refer to the 
inaugural workshop and this is aligned with Zaqy’s justifications for the needful 
‘novel’ approach below: 
“‘Kita harus menjamin bahasa ibunda kekal relevan dan dapat terus 
dilestarikan walaupun media yang biasa digunakan berlainan dibandingkan 
masa lalu. Dulu kita menggunakan buku, kini kita gunakan eBook. Dulu kita 
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kerap gunakan sofwe di komputer peribadi kita, kini kita selesa menggunakan 
aplikasi telefon bimbit atau tablet,’ ujar Encik Zaqy. 
Beliau turut menarik perhatian bahawa inisiatif itu memang bermanfaat kerana 
‘kita dapat mendalami bagaimana kita boleh menunjukkan kepelbagaian 
bahasa ibunda kita melalui aplikasi Internet terkini.’” (Berita Harian, July 23, 
2013) 
(“‘We have to ensure that the mother tongue remains relevant upheld and 
maintained even when the media used now are different from the ones we were 
used to. In the past, we used books, but now, we use eBooks. In the past, we 
often used personal computer software, but now, we are comfortable in using 
applications on mobile phones and tablets,’ remarked Zaqy. 
He also made it known that the initiative was certainly beneficial because “we 
could explore how we can go about showing the flexibility of our mother tongue 
through the latest Internet applications.”) 
It seems here that the language authority attempts to counter the supposedly 
prevalent claims that the Malay Language is no longer relevant in Singapore given the 
dominance of English and to some extent Mandarin. To prove that the language is still 
relevant, the internet and social media are seen as the ‘best’ enticements to encourage 
the ‘revitalization’ of Malay among the younger speakers. In fact, such a call for 
expanding the Malay language domains outside the home has been made earlier by 
Malay language teachers in the 2005 review report as seen here: 
“However, teachers have pointed out that students need to broaden 
their command of ML beyond the home to the language domains of economic 
activity and community interactions. A common theme in focus group 
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discussions with teachers, parents and members of the community was the 
decline in spoken ML.” (Ministry of Education, 2005, p. 16) 
 
Such a recommendation by the language teachers points to the underlying 
anxiety concerning the relevance of the Malay language in this day and age. However, 
instead of acknowledging the lack of linguistic market for the Malay language in 
these domains, Malays are made to seem as if they have deliberately chosen not to use 
Malay in these public domains. What needs to be realized and addressed is that in 
terms of its capital value, the Malay language as a language that is not spoken by the 
majority of the population albeit its national language status, is not seen to be with on 
par with English and Mandarin in terms of its political economic function. However, 
this has never been discussed in Singapore’s state-controlled media, where official 
discourses on language policy are usually sited. 
Instead, a second newspaper article, “Not true that Malay language is 
outdated!” (“Tak benar bahasa Melayu dah lapuk!”), that also appeared in Berita 
Harian on July 23, 2013, the organizing committee of the language month comes 
across as strongly refuting the supposed claims of the outdatedness and irrelevance of 
the Malay language in globalized Singapore. The headline catches the reader’s 
attention, especially with the exclamation mark that serves to make the refutation of 







Image 1: Article in Berita Harian promoting Malay Language Month 2013 
 
  
 The headline catches the reader’s attention, especially with the exclamation 
mark that serves to make the refutation of the supposed belief that Malay is no longer 
relevant in this globalized world even more emphatic. In the photograph that 
accompanies the article, Zaqy, as Chairman for the Malay Language Month 
committee who is seated in the centre in the photograph accompanying the article, has 
been featured along with several individuals representing the language authority in 
one way or another. From left to right, one can see the theatre practitioner, Aidli, who 
was also an ambassador of the Malay language for the year 2013 smiling, a retired 
Malay language master teacher who was also a Malay language specialist, Zaqy as 
chairman of the committee, a member of the event’s organizing committee who is 
seen speaking into the microphone presumably addressing the audience or the press 
about the language festival, and the director from NHB. The two bullet points below 
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the photograph summarizes the article by quoting Zaqy as saying that the language 
campaign aims to prove that mother tongues remain relevant (in globalized 
Singapore), and stating that the organizing committee is collaborating with the Asian 
Civilization Museum, an institution under the purview of the NHB for the language 
festival. The layout of this article not only foregrounds the high-handedness of the 
authority in its top-down language management efforts, it also positions mother 
tongues, in this case the Malay language, as a cultural object and an artifact to be 
preserved as many of the activities organized for the festivals were held at the Asian 
Civilization Museum. 
Attempting to refute the supposed claims of irrelevance, and to lend weight to 
the ‘language as pride’ rhetoric, the article juxtaposes the seemingly contradictory 
notions language as an artifact and an ‘inheritance’ associated with heritage and 
museums, and as ‘language as profit’ by positioning Malay as a language that still 
retains its currency despite the dominance of English language as symbolic capital. In 
this case, the ‘currency’ of Malay is seen in how it can be readily used in social media 
just like English. At the left column of the article below the photograph in image 1, 
both Aidli Alin Mosbit, the Malay language ambassador for year 2013, and Zaqy are 
quoted. Zaqy is portrayed as determined to prove that the language remains relevant 
in today’s context, and supporting that, Aidli’s comment about the need for language 
to be ‘made alive’ rather than treated as an artifact on display has been used to 
reinforce the currency of the Malay language today. Both conceptions of language as 
pride and profit revolve around the ideas of culture in the traditional, static sense, as 
well as culture as a way of doing things, in this case, engagement in social media. 
However, for the latter, the authority seems to disregard the linguistic market of the 
social media where English, in the globalized Singapore context, is the valued 
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linguistic capital. Beyond the language festival activities, bilingual Malays are 
unlikely to use Malay solely as they go about their social acts online in social media. 
Such attempt at placing the two languages, English and Malay, as ‘equals’ in the 
public space of social media only works to accentuate the peripherality of the Malay 
language in this linguistic market.  
In a slippery slope argument that arises out of the language authority’s anxiety 
of the language shift that is happening in the Malay community, the ‘contamination’ 
of the ‘sacrosanct’ mother tongue is equated to the moral erosion of the speakers. This 
circulating ideology of the sanctity of mother tongue gets reproduced in mass media. 
The following discussion of a newspaper article published around the time the Malay 
language curriculum review was conducted in 2005 illustrates this ideology of mother 
tongue as sacrosanct clearly. An opinion article in Berita Harian on February 8, 2005, 
‘Siapakah Melayu di antara kita?’20 (Who among us are truly Malays?), by Atiyyah 
Mohammed Said starts with an anecdotal recount of a Primary One Malay boy 
claiming he was English because that was the language he spoke despite learning 
Malay as mother tongue at school. From here, Atiyyah launches into moralizing the 
Malays who seemingly have become very comfortable with English to the point that 
they are losing their Malay competence. While she acknowledges that this situation 
arises because English is the medium of education in Singapore that enables the 
different communities to achieve socioeconomic parity, as well as the inter-ethnic 
language of communication, she cautions that the emphasis on English cannot be 
done at the expense of losing one’s competence in Malay as such ‘subscription of a 
western lifestyle’ erodes one’s identity. According to Atiyyah, the loss of the symbol 
of Malay culture, the Malay language, will only serve to accentuate the Malay’s 
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20 Available in microfilm form at National Library Board (NLB).  
! ("!
marginal position through her reference to the Malays as an inferior community in the 
world (“masyarakat yang kerdil di mata dunia”). The word “kerdil” does not only 
mean small and insignificant, but also implies the idea of helplessness. In a somewhat 
postcolonial slant, she urges the readers, i.e., the Malay community, not to adopt the 
colonized mentality. She concludes the article by linking the erosion of the Malay 
language to that of the erosion of religious values first and foremost, as well as the 
culture and traditions the community has inherited from the forefathers. Atiyyah also 
surprisingly mentions China’s emphasis on cultural and language preservation despite 
being a world economy to be reckoned with as a way to convince readers that they 
should not abandon the Malay language. 
In a more recent Berita Harian article, ‘Use Malay to strengthen Malay and 
Muslim identity’ (Guna bahasa Melayu demi bina jati diri Melayu dan Muslim) 
published on August 31, 201421, the MLCS Chairman, Masagos Zulkifli Masagos 
Mohamad, who was then Senior Minister of State for Home and Foreign Affairs, is 
quoted as reiterating the sanctity of the mother tongue when he mentioned in an 
interview that, “When the Malay language is lost, the culture inculcated as part of 
identity-building will be lost” (“Hilangnya bahasa itu bermakna budaya yang 
diterapkan dalam pembentukan identiti akan hilang sama”). Such moral panic arises 
because the Malay language, positioned by the state as the ‘cultural ballast’ for the 
Malay community, is regarded to be a ‘civilized language’ that is most appropriately 
used for communication, education, character building, inculcating Islamic values and 
identity construction (“Nilai kesantunan bahasa Melayu adalah sangat tinggi dan 
kerana itu ia amat sesuai sekali menjadi bahasa pengantar bagi perhubungan, 
pendidikan, pemupukan adab, nilai agama dan jati diri.”).  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 Retrieved from http://beritaharian.sg/setempat/guna-bahasa-melayu-demi-bina-jati-diri-melayu-dan-
muslim 
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Mentioned in the article, Masagos highlighted the role of the Malay language 
in Islamic education and inculcation of Islamic values in the younger generation, 
implying that the loss of the language through lack of usage and contamination from 
English would bring about the erosion of Islamic values and morality as seen in: 
“‘Penggunaan bahasa Melayu cukup memberi kesan dalam pembelajaran 
agama sebelum ini, bukannya bahasa Inggeris. Apatah lagi kita bukan orang 
Inggeris. Orang Inggeris pun tidak akan menerima kita sebagai orang 
Inggeris. Orang Melayu cakap Inggeris ya, mereka boleh terima tetapi bukan 
sebagai orang Inggeris,’ tegasnya.” 
(“‘The use of Malay has always been central to religious education since way before 
now, not English. What more when we are not English. Even the English would not 
accept us as one of them. Yes, they can accept us speaking in English but not as 
English people,’ he emphasized.”)   
Clearly appealing to the notion of pride in this article, Masagos employed the 
tactics of distinction of denaturalization and illegitimization concerning the Malays’ 
use of English in everyday interactions. While it is acceptable for Malays to speak 
English for specific purposes, for example, for education and work, to claim English 
as part of the Malay identity is almost sacrilegious because the English language is 
not seen to carry Islamic values (“The use of Malay has always been central to 
religious education since way before now, not English.”). In other words, the English 
language cannot ‘legitimately’ belong to the Malays. This is a reiteration of the 
justification for mother tongue policy, and how English, given that it is a language 
that is not ‘inherent’ to any of the major ethnic groups that make up Singapore’s 
multicultural society, can never be a mother tongue in Singapore. Following that 
rhetoric on English language, this article becomes a discourse on language ownership 
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where the supposed natural speakers have the moral responsibility to protect and 
maintain the language in question, lest they lose their identity (and morality).  
While much of the discourse concerning the relevance of the Malay language 
focuses on its ‘currency’, very little, if any, is discussed in terms of the economic 
advantage that Malay has over the other official languages, unlike that of Mandarin. 
The official justifications for learning Malay have been mainly geopolitical, i.e., it has 
to do with the fact that Singapore is surrounded by Malay-speaking countries, and this 
is seen in the rationalizations for Malay as a language to be studied by non-Malay 
speakers, for example, in the Malay Special Programme for the top 10% of the 
student cohort, and Regional Studies in prestigious national schools22. Likewise, 
linguistically-talented Malay students in the Express and Normal (academic) streams 
may opt to do the Chinese Special Programme in secondary school but the number of 
Malay students who qualify for this and subsequently take up Mandarin as a third 
language is still limited by the vacancies available.  
The import of cheap foreign labour despite Singaporeans’ efforts at skills-
upgrading gives rise to much anxiety on the part of Singaporeans, especially the 
Malays who continue to be lagging behind the other ethnic groups socioeconomically 
(Mutalib, 2012, p. 111). However, instead of ditching the Malay language, which is 
still integral to their ethnic identity, for Mandarin, bilingual Malays align themselves 
with the globalist orientation of using English extensively to demonstrate global 
competitiveness as discussed in the next chapter. So, although Mandarin is not 
perceived as a competitor to Malay, the response of the bilingual Malays in their !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 The schools offering the Regional Studies Programme Scholarship are Anglo Chinese School 
(Independent), Raffles Institution (Junior College) and Victoria Junior College. The language 
prerequisite for eligibility is a minimum B3 grade in the Malay Special Programme students have 




extensive use of English adds much anxiety on the part of the language authority over 
the younger bilingual Malays’ preference for English. This worry is expressed in the 
excerpt below from another article published in Straits Times on February 19, 201323: 
“Hopefully, the children will also bring the language back home to their young 
parents – a group that is becoming less familiar with Malay. 
This is due to the dominance of English usage in schools and the workplace, 
observed Chua Chu Kang GRC MP Zaqy Mohamad, who heads the 
committee that is overseeing community involvement efforts. 
Agreeing, Masagos said the biggest challenge today is to ensure that Malay is 
regularly spoken at home, and not just by older folk. "Over time, if families do 
not use the language at home, we will start to see issues," he added.” (Straits 
Times, February 19, 2013) 
 
 Although there is no elaboration concerning the ‘issues’ mentioned in the 
above comment by another Member of Parliament, Masagos Zulkifli, the fact that the 
younger generation of Malay parents are using less Malay at home with their children 
seems to be a grave concern from the point of view of the role of mother tongue in 
transmitting cultural and moral values to the younger generation. The above comment 
is given in context with the setting up of three committees to promote the use of the 
language in schools, community and the Literature so that “Malay survives this 
generation and beyond” (Straits Times, February 19, 2013). These young parents, 
who are part of Singapore’s workforce, are the ones who face competition from 
foreign labour resulting from Singapore’s liberal immigration policy (Mutalib, 2012, 
p. 110) not only in terms of job prospects, but also in terms of available limited !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!




resources. However, such subjectivities are almost invisible in the discussion of 
language policy issues given Singapore’s emphasis on meritocracy.  
In what is seen as an outreach effort on the part of the Malay language 
authority, another Malay celebrity who goes by the name of Art Fazil, becomes a 
Malay language ambassador in 2013 and is featured in the Malay newspaper, Berita 
Harian, on September 13, 201324 as part of the language month promotion. Art, who 
is known for his songs that touch on social and political reawakening as well as 
cultural preservation, is quoted as proposing the need for the language festival to 
remain relevant to the targeted audience for it to succeed:  
"Jika kita mahu bahasa Melayu kekal relevan, Bulan Bahasa juga harus relevan 
kepada masa dan penontonnya,"  
(If we want the Malay language to remain relevant, the Malay language month 
must also be relevant to the changing times and audience.)  
 
Here, unlike the community leaders’ take on relevance as seen earlier, Art’s 
rhetoric of relevance actually problematizes the notion of language as an object of 
inheritance that must be preserved intact and pure which has been the prevailing 
conception of mother tongue language in Singapore. Implicitly questioning the 
overzealousness at the hyperpurification that is taking place, he suggests ensuring a 
market that keeps the language relevant. This perspective is actually aligned with that 
of linguistic markets in promoting the Malay language to the younger generation, 
where Malay gets positioned as a linguistic capital vis-à-vis English that extends 
one’s sociolinguistic repertoire, rather than a language that is seen to compete with 
English for speakers.  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!




Against the broader rhetoric of Singapore’s preferred brand of bilingualism, 
the notion of ‘pride’ then becomes problematic. While pride in heritage is taken to be 
central to ethnolinguistic identity construction by the state, the peripherality of the 
Malay community becomes accentuated when the Malay language gets juxtaposed 
with the profitable Mandarin that many see as a language of high culture promoting 
Confuci values like tenacity, diligence and loyalty that seem to underscore the 
socioeconomic success of the Chinese community in Singapore. On the other hand, 
the Malay community gets continuously construed as the least socioeconomically 
successful ethnic group (Suratman, 2004) especially when the state’s subscription of 
the cultural deficit theory to account for the Malays’ marginality (Rahim, 1998) 
alludes to the values and attributes of Malays as ‘backward’ as mentioned in Chapter 
1. This explains why even promoting the language among younger bilingual Malays 
as ‘heritage’ still seems to be an uphill struggle, as posited by Blackledge and Creese 
(2012, p. 118):   
“‘Heritage’ may become a site at which identities are contested rather than 
imposed unproblematically. That is, those who seek to preserve and pass on 
certain sets of resources may find that the next generation either rejects 
imposed subject positions, contests the validity or significance of resources or 
appropriates them for other purposes… linguistic resources [are] valued by 
some as gifts of inheritance, and by others as sites of negotiation.”  
 
In order to convince that the Malay language is still current and relevant in 
globalized Singapore, the language authority, together with the language guardians, 
have appropriated the discourse of pride to promote the language and impress the 
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need to maintain it on the community without taking into consideration the contesting 
(language) ideologies that surrounds the conception of Malayness. Although the 
essentializing of ethnicity in this manner is crucial to maintaining a model of 
multiculturalism that can be neatly managed by the state, it raises one pertinent 
question for Singaporean Malays, who are basically descendents of different sub-
ethnic groups in the region – which variety then authentically reflects the Singaporean 
Malay’s ethnic identity, given the many varieties existing within the Nusantara. The 
Johor-Riau variety along with its accent has been the naturalized tongue of the Malays 
all along, regardless of the sub-ethnic language affiliations of their forefathers. The 
enforcement of the standard pronunciation alienates the Malay community, especially 
the younger generation who are becoming more comfortable in using English among 
themselves as a result of the ten-year compulsory education in national schools where 
English is the main medium of instruction and a symbolic capital in Singapore’s 
globalized economy.  
The binary relations of Singapore’s functional polarization of English and 
mother tongues, with its contradicting language ideologies, now become problematic 
in light of the new global cultural economy that is seen as “a complex, overlapping 
and disjunctive order” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 32). The linearity of such assignation of 
functions to languages largely ignores the hierarchy of the co-existing languages in 
Singapore’s linguistic markets. The fact that the standard pronunciation is contested 
by the general Malay community points to other factors that come into play when 
particular identities are at stake. The state, however, is influential enough to impact on 
the content and form of these day-to-day negotiations (PuruShotam, 1998, p. 229) that 
constitute speakers’ discursive practices, as we shall see in the following two 
chapters. In fact, the approach towards language promotion by the language authority 
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in treating language as a cultural right overlooks the “changing interests and needs” of 
the community (Wee, 2011, p. 38). While the government makes clear the advantage 
of knowing English well, the issue of how Malay (and also Tamil) will inevitably 
place its speakers at a disadvantage as opposed to speakers of Mandarin has 
unfortunately been largely evaded because any discussion on socioeconomic 
underachievement can be conveniently justified by ‘meritocracy’ following 




















Chapter 5          Negotiations of English-knowing bilingual identity 
 
The analysis in this chapter is concerned with the negotiation of observed 
participants’ relation with the widespread Malay figure of personhood. The 
“encounters in which individuals establish forms of footing and alignment with voices 
indexed by speech and thus with social types of persons, real or imagined, whose 
voices they take them to be” (Agha, 2005, p. 38) serve to perpetuate the durability of 
these figures. The discursive strategies of participants in the study as they aligned 
themselves with, or contest against particular positioning in their identity 
construction, would contribute to the perpetuation of these figures. In their alignment 
and negotiation of footing or stances, the relational process of adequation foregrounds 
the socially recognized sameness and disregards the social differences between 
speakers in order to foreground sufficient similarities between speakers to construct 
membership boundaries. The linguistic aspects of identity that the participants wished 
to foreground and adequate were crucial in their self-projection as they attempted to 
occupy particular social positions that they aspired towards, like those of successful 
and hardworking and entrepreneurs, or of individuals with a modern mindset and 
global outlook. In doing so, they simultaneously employed distinction strategies that 
downplayed similarities in some aspects of Malayness that are characteristic of the 
Malay figures of personhood. In attempting to construct salient differences between 
themselves and the figures, they disaligned and distanced themselves from particular 
(imposed) social positionings, such as being socioeconomically and educationally 




5.1 State’s discourse on Malay underachievement 
The adverse effect of the ideology of meritocracy becomes particularly more 
salient among the Malay community, which tends to occupy a lower socioeconomic 
position compared to the Chinese and Indian communities. According to this 
ideology, Singaporean Malays only have themselves to blame for their socioeconomic 
plight, and this is often made explicit in official discourses. In a speech done in Malay 
at the National Day Rally on 26 August 2012, for example, then Minister of State for 
Youth, Community and Sports, Halimah Yacob reiterated that the only way for the 
Malay community to achieve its true potential was “to have the drive and 
commitment to succeed”25.  
The ever-widening income gap between Malays and other ethnicities is still a 
concern when socioeconomic standing remains the primary measure of success in 
Singapore. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong has mentioned in response to such 
concerns that   
“…there are some areas where [Malays] are closing, some areas where the gap 
is still there. I think we cannot ignore them but we should not just focus on the 
difference between the Malay community and the other communities because 
first of all it is a moving target.”26 
The whole idea of the benchmark for success being a “moving target” 
contributes to the Malays’ linguistic anxiety. In this global city-state, despite its 
seemingly remarkable economic prosperity, widening income gaps (Mutalib, 2012, p. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!#&!National Day Rally Speech in Malay by Minister of State Madam Halimah Yacob (Community, 




26 Speech By Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong at the 3rd National Convention Of Singapore Muslim 





111) further give rise to a sense of displacement and disconnect among the lower 
income group in which Malays are over-represented. The flux of information, new 
knowledge and neoliberal policies all contribute to the socioeconomic uncertainties of 
living in globalized Singapore, especially when one does not have the cultural capital 
to benefit from a strictly meritocratic system because one’s social background is 
deprived of the added unfair advantages certain social groups have by means of their 
economic and social capital.  
 Specifically in relation to English as linguistic capital, the prevailing belief 
about it being crucial to financial success underpins the discourse of success in 
education as seen in the extract from a newspaper article reporting on educational 
achievements of students across the major ethnic communities in Singapore: 
“… more students across the races in her school are getting As and Bs in the A 
levels in recent years, possibly because more students are from English-
speaking homes and are stronger in the language: 'This helps them not only in 
their General Paper, but also in other subjects. 
 'You need strong language skills to do well in Maths and Science subjects now 
as many of the A-level exam questions are problem-solving ones which require 
you to analyze and understand what they are asking.'” (Straits Times Dec 23, 
2011)27. 
 
 In the above extract, Pioneer Junior College principal, Tan-Kek Lee Yong is 
quoted as saying that English language competence is crucial to one’s ability to do 
well in popular STEM subjects like Mathematics and the Sciences. Better 
performance in national examinations is usually seen to translate into higher !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 ‘Malays improved most in A levels; but they still lag behind Chinese, Indian students in all national 
exams’. In The Straits Times, December 23, 2011. 
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educational qualifications that increase one’s job prospects. This rationalizes the 
emphasis placed on English by many Malays who aspire for social mobility, having 
been consistently positioned by the state as underachieving. This resonates with what 
then Senior Minister of State for Home Affairs and Foreign Affairs, Masagos Zulkifli 
is quoted to say, “… people can continue to love the [mother tongue] language as 
their heritage while acquiring English as a means for them to do well in their careers” 
(Straits Times February 19, 2013) which reinforces the belief that English is crucial 
for social mobility.  
 Many Malays undoubtedly accept the Malay language as their ethnolinguistic 
identity marker. However, given the prevailing discourse that Malays are 
socioeconomically underachieving in relation to the other ethnic groups, any 
argument for the maintenance and prioritization of the Malay language gives rise to 
the dilemma which bilingual Malay speakers face in their attempt to prove themselves 
to be just as good as the other ethnic community. Despite the seemingly equal value 
placed on the four languages, Singaporeans are all too aware of the linguistic value of 
English in ‘securing a good future’ for themselves.  
 For lower-class Malays, one significant challenge in aligning themselves with 
the ideology of meritocracy comes from language. Within Singapore’s education 
system, in which competence in standard English is emphasized as an important index 
of academic achievement, Malays with fewer economic and cultural resources aspire 
towards using the favourably perceived standard variety of English that is associated 
with high socioeconomic status and prestige, but find themselves unable to use it to 
their advantage because of their lack of competence in it. When they struggle to use 
the ideal variety, it backfires because of their limited linguistic resources; the 
marginalized position of these speakers then gets further justified through the 
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ideology of meritocracy that suggests their lack of motivation to achieve.  
 Bourdieu’s notion of linguistic habitus explained in Chapter 2 accounts for the 
institutional framings of such speakers whose performance of identity would be 
limited by their linguistic repertoire, especially for identities where the English 
language competence is central. As a result, the truncated linguistic repertoire of these 
lower class Malays accentuates their marginal position despite their attempts at 
distancing themselves from such social positioning. Their attempts at distinguishing 
themselves from the Malay figure of personhood backfires, and this can be seen the 
examples of interactions analyzed and discussed in the following section. 
 
5.2 Truncated repertoires and the accentuation of marginality 
 The negotiations of stance and subjectivities that take place have much to do 
with the community’s social status and mobility, especially when at the national level, 
each ethnic group is pitted against one another with particular ideologies framing the 
discourses about educational success and socioeconomic achievement. When 
competence in particular language(s) is linked to social mobility, some participants in 
the micro-business programme who were anxious to display their linguistic 
competence to demonstrate their aspirations towards social mobility found themselves 
struggling to perform that identity convincingly with their truncated repertoire. 
Among themselves, these speakers positioned one another as ‘bilingual and educated’ 
through their display of their limited linguistic repertoire, largely done through 
superficial language mixing such as the peppering of their utterance with English 
pronouns and stock phrases they picked up in class without adjusting the word form 
to fit the syntactic structure of their utterances. This linguistic insecurity points to 
their lack of linguistic habitus in English. 
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 Linguistic insecurity provides a useful locus for studying the tensions produced 
by dominant institutional practices and ideologies under neoliberalism, including the 
Singapore government’s conservative aversion to welfare provision and the prevailing 
negative branding of Malay Singaporeans as uneducated. The difference in the 
language they are comfortable with and the language they are expected to be using 
causes insecurity among speakers as they struggle to meet with the expectation. The 
insecurity is significant for the Malay-dominant Malays, as they have to face negative 
consequences of their English incompetence for not meeting the standard expected in 
meritocratic Singapore. The analysis here focuses on the insecurity that underlies the 
positioning strategies that Malay participants of the micro-business programme 
employed in their interactions. By showing how these participants negotiated their 
positions between being aspiring entrepreneurs and their socioeconomic peripherality 
through their alignment with English, I suggest that linguistic insecurity can be a 
window for understanding why such efforts to appropriate Standard English may fail 
to bring benefits to certain actors in the global economy.  
In this first example, the insecurity of being aligned with the Malay stereotype 
is illustrated through the participants’ attempt at adequation and distinction. While the 
rest of the participants sit in groups to complete a group task assigned by the 
instructor on a Saturday morning in the business skills class, three ladies chat about 
the computer literacy class they have to attend instead. The computer literacy class 
entails some competence in English as the default language for one to be able to learn 
to use the different computer software for business purposes. It is thus an implicit 
requirement that participants have the necessary English literacy to benefit from these 
classes. Salma, a single mother in her late 30s, had only primary school education but 
attempted to speak English often in class. She was also one of the few vocal 
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participants in the programme. Janah and Warda, were both in their 40s, and had 
secondary education. They were more comfortable with Malay rather than English, 
although they were able to understand English fairly well.   
In the following extract, the three ladies are discussing their choice of dates of 
the computer classes they have signed up for instead of being on task. The key to the 
transcription symbols used in all the examples of interactions in this chapter and the 
next can be found on page x. The words in Malay are italicized with the English 
translations stated below them while the free translations are indicated in round 
brackets “(   )”. 
Example 1 
16 Salma:  you beginning eh 
                        DP 
(You are in the beginners’ class, aren’t you?) 
17 Janah: I    ambil                intermediate 
     signed up for  
(I signed up for the intermediate class.) 
18 Warda: aah.    sama  ah? 
           same   DP  
(We did too.) 
19 Salma: kita ambil               yang        eleventh 
we  signed up for   that 
(We signed up for  the one  on the eleventh.) 
20 Janah: nak       ambil              advanced tak pandai        sangat  
wanted to sign up for                  not competent  very 
(I am not competent enough to attend the advanced class.) 
! )'!
21  [turns towards the researcher who is video-recording and smiles] 
22 Warda: @@@  
23 Salma: I nak       ambil               advanced tak      kasi @@@ 
  want to enrol in                           didn’t allow 
(I wanted to join the advanced class but wasn’t allowed to.) 
24 Janah: eh? 
DP 
(Really?) 
25 Salma: @@@ nak        ambil              advanced  dia   tak         kasi 
            wanted  to sign up for                   he    didn’t    allow 
(I wanted to join the advanced class but he didn’t allow me to.) 
26 Warda: @@@          tak         ada  lah.            
           (it’s)   not        that  DP  
(Actually, it’s not that.) 
27  dia  suruh         ambil              dia punya lecture du[lu 
he   instructed   to sign up for  his                        first 
(He wanted us to attend his lecture, i.e., intermediate lesson, first.) 
28 Salma:                                                                                  [tak         ada  lah  
                                                                                  not         that  DP 
                                                                                 (I’m just kidding.) 
29  dia  suruh         ambil              lecture dulu  
he   instructed  to sign up for              first 
(We have to attend his lecture before going for the advanced class.) 
30  macam bagus pula      kita ni 
as if      good  instead   I          
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(As if I’m so competent at using the computer.) 
DP = discourse particle 
 
The above example 1 shows the multiple positionings of the participants’ 
(in)competence, which is laced with insecurity. In line 16, Salma, who has not known 
Janah as well as she knows Warda, asks her if she is enrolled in the beginners’ class 
instead of asking which level she will be attending. Salma’s question can be 
potentially interpreted as her positioning Janah as incompetent, an act of distinction 
on her part. Janah, however, indicates that she is attending the intermediate class in 
line 17, which invites a response from Warda in line 18 that indicates an act of 
adequation – that they are ‘equals’. Janah also suggests in line 20 that because 
computer literacy skills will require some level of (English) competence, she is not 
good enough for the advanced class. She then turns to me, and smiles at me in line 21, 
as if seeking my approval of her negative self-assessment. Janah’s actions here 
suggest her underlying insecurity about her level of competence in this class. In a 
way, it indicates her acceptance of the institutional positioning of her competence 
given that she is a participant in this programme. Warda’s laughter in line 22 
following Janah’s actions seems to suggest that admitting incompetence in my 
presence is potentially embarrassing. This uneasy self-positioning of Janah and Warda 
reflects the underlying insecurity of their ‘incompetent’ position, as implicated in by 
their participation in this programme. 
Salma candidly responds in line 23 and goes on to reiterate in line 25 that 
despite her expressing interest to join the advanced class, she is not allowed to do so. 
Up to line 23, Salma has been positioning herself as competent, and one attempt on 
her part to do so initially is to set herself apart from Janah. The laughter that 
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immediately follows her utterance in line 23, and then preceding her turn in line 25 
then works to suggest the absurdity of her attending an advanced computer literacy 
class as a means to retract her earlier positioning of herself as more competent. It 
works to deflect any possible criticism of her apparent arrogance in her self-
positioning, given that she too is a participant in this programme. 
That Janah only produces a brief repair initiator “eh?” to Salma’s reiteration in 
line 24 is also significant, indicating that she is not recognizing Salma’s turn as a 
humorous claim of her ‘competence’. Seeing this, Warda, who is closer to Salma, 
offers the real reason as to why she is discouraged from attending the advanced 
computer class in lines 26-27 – that Salma is required to complete the intermediate 
module, which is a prerequisite for the advanced class. Warda’s use of the discourse 
particle “lah” in line 26 serves to bring Salma’s humour to Janah’s attention, 
something she has missed earlier in line 24. This explanation is further acknowledged 
by Salma when she echoes it in lines 28-29. 
Among English-knowing Singaporean Malay bilinguals, codeswitching 
between Malay and English may be seen as “an indicator of social prestige” 
(Bokhorst-Heng & Caleon, 2009, p. 244). What is also of interest in this example is 
Salma’s use of the English pronouns “I” and “you”, rather than the Malay ones like 
the colloquial “kita”28 used as a singular first person pronoun to mean “I” and the 
second person pronoun “awak” in informal exchanges with other Malays, especially 
when the interlocutors are not close friends. It is possible that the English pronouns 
are used to sidestep any potential problems with power relations among them, 
especially when this is the first time that Janah joins Salma and Warda for a group !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 “Kita” means “we”, but in spoken Malay, it is acceptable and more appropriate to use “kita” as first 
person singular pronoun rather than “saya” which can sound formal and stilted in a conversation 
among equals. However, “aku”, which means “I” would sound rude as it is reserved only for very close 
friends. 
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discussion. But, when these pronouns are used with English words like “beginner”, 
“intermediate”, “eleventh”, “advanced”, and “lecture”, although what Warda probably 
mean to say is “lesson”, the entire exchange seems like an attempt on their part to 
index competent (and hence bilingual) figures. Thus, the use of English pronouns in 
this example illustrates the participants’ adequation with a more modern, forward-
looking figure of personhood, compared to the Malay pronouns that which portray an 
orientation towards a more traditional demeanour and implicit hierarchical relations. 
The fact that Malay conversations peppered with English pronouns are typically 
carried out among close friends or those regarded as ‘equals’ (Beardsmore 1986: 77) 
offers further support for identifying the use of English pronouns in this example as 
an adequation strategy. This attempt at presenting themselves as competent, however, 
is only limited by their truncated repertoire, but the anxiety to project themselves as 
different from the underachieving and unmotivated Malay stereotype is rather 
noticeable.  
The insecurity of being positioned as incompetent does not always lead to 
such linguistic display. Example 2 features a group of ladies from the wedding crafts 
group who are discussing the same task that Salma, Janah and Warda were supposed 
to do. This group is supposed to discuss how they could market their products or 
services before they present their strategies to the rest of the participants. Such group 
tasks were usually assigned as means for the instructor of the class to gauge the 
participants’ understanding of lessons, and were supposed to provide a ‘hands-on’ 
approach to learning. Facilitator-mentors, who were entrepreneurs or trainers assisting 
the main instructor, would then check on the groups they were in-charge of to further 
guide the participants in their tasks. The facilitator (Fac) assigned to this group was 
much younger than the participants, and was a business trainer. In the following 
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example, he checks on the participants to see if they need any clarification on the task, 
which requires them to present a short example of a marketing strategy for a business. 
Zarina was a homemaker in her late 40s who was seeking to supplement her 
household income through selling craft items for weddings. She was not highly 
educated, having only secondary school education in the Malay stream, so she was 
not comfortable in using the English language. Kamisah was a former nurse in her 
late 20s who had to stay home to look after her child with special medical needs. She 
was hoping to help out with and expand her parents’ wedding planning business. By 
virtue of the fact that she had a diploma, Kamisah was more conversant and 
competent in English as she had worked as a staff nurse at a public hospital before the 
birth of her child. There were two other participants in this group but for a large part 
of the recorded segment, their largely inaudible utterances were few and far between. 
In example 2 below, Zarina displays much anxiety in speaking in English, and 
understanding the task assigned.  
Example 2 
1 Fac ada   soalan      ke  apa (.) ya 
Have questions  or  what   yes 
(Do you have any questions? Yes?) 
2 Zarina saya tak     tahu     nak         buka   kesnya  @@@  
I        don’t know   want to   begin the case  
(I don’t know how to go about doing the task at hand.) 
3 Fac tak tau?  
don’t know 
(You don’t know?) 
4 Zarina @@@@  
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5 Fac alamak? ni       dalam bahasa     Melayu  tau  
Oh dear  this     in        language  Malay   you know 
(Oh dear! You could use Malay, you know.) 
6 Zarina uh::  
7 Kamisah [softly] anyway you notice th[at- 
8 Fac                                                [wedding ((services)) 
9 Kamisah ah ah: 
Yes 
 
 The facilitator initiates the interaction in Malay in line 1, which may seem to be 
a helpful strategy, especially when the instructor conducts the classes in English with 
some Malay and that many are not comfortable in using English. Picking up on what 
is perceived to be the language choice cue, Zarina in line 2 asks the facilitator in 
Malay how they should begin the task. Her nervous laughter at the end of that 
utterance reflects her deeply entrenched linguistic anxiety in having to deal with 
English, and her desperation at not being able to follow the lessons. Even though she 
could choose to use Malay when her group presents their sample proposal later, 
Zarina clearly finds herself in a position where her incompetence is foreground, 
especially when she finds it difficult to apply what has been taught to the assigned 
task. She is fully aware of the expectations on her to contribute actively to the 
discussion as a member of the group, and yet she finds herself in a position that 
prevents her from doing that because of her inability to comprehend the terminology 
used in class, even after translations into standard Malay was made by the instructor.  
Also, the fact that Zarina only laughs in line 4 when the facilitator jokingly 
expresses disbelief as he asks in a rising tone, “don’t know?” in line 3, further 
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highlights her helpless situation in her attempt at acquiring the necessary cultural 
capital for social mobility because of her lack of English language competence. 
Unfortunately, it does not help too when the facilitator exclaims somewhat jokingly 
“alamak” (Oh dear!), in line 5, implying that she should be able to do the task in 
Malay. Even when he goes on to supposedly assure her in line 5 that she could use 
Malay, Zarina is unable to continue seeking further clarification and becomes tongue-
tied. While he may construe his utterance in line 5 as a prompt to Zarina to use Malay 
instead, a language that she is supposedly more comfortable in, there is no uptake by 
Zarina, except for some hesitation “uh::” in line 6.  
In an unrecorded exchange between Zarina and I later that day, Zarina 
confided she was unable to comprehend some of the things taught in class because of 
the language and register used. Not all of the standard Malay translations of the 
English terms used were part of her linguistic habitus, which then raises the question 
of the accessibility of the business register for people like her who have never 
worked, or have very little work experience in the corporate world. In addition, she 
was also worried that she did not have much economic capital to invest in marketing, 
and in purchasing of tools and materials needed in bulk for her to expand her trade as 
expected of her after attending the programme. She had, of course, been taking small, 
occasional orders that came her way before this made by her personal contacts. But 
friends and relatives alone could never form a large enough market for her trade.  
Kamisah, seeing Zarina’s struggle in line 6, refocuses the facilitator in line 7 
to a point they were discussing earlier as a group prior to this segment in an attempt to 
help seek clarification on behalf of the group. Her tentativeness in doing so, however, 
seen in the soft volume of her utterance, shows that she is aware that she may offend 
Zarina by hijacking her incomplete turn. However, before she can complete her turn, 
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the facilitator interjects to confirm if this is the wedding group in the following 
overlapping turn (line 8), which then draws from Kamisah an affirmation in line 9. 
Soon after this segment, the group task ended when the instructor assigned 
representatives from the different groups to share what they had discussed. 
 Zarina’s inability to understand the task in line 1, and to proceed with her turn 
in line 6 despite the facilitator’s suggestion to speak in Malay, only serve to highlight 
the peripherality of the participants in this programme in terms of competence in both 
the English language, and basic entrepreneurial skills. Kamisah could have taken the 
lead in the group discussion given her linguistic competence, but with the institutional 
positioning she was subject to as a participant in this programme, she was seen to be 
seeking assurance and approval from the facilitator.  
 In the two examples discussed above, (in)competence is closely tied to 
linguistic insecurity. In example 3 below, Salma has been asked to share about her 
strengths and areas needing improvement that are crucial to being an entrepreneur. 
This example takes place at another session of the business skills class. Here, her 
linguistic insecurity is also apparent as she attempts to use what she perceives to be 
the appropriate language (and register) for a business training class such as this one. 
After being asked by the instructor (Inst) to share her own assessment of her personal 
skills that would be crucial for running a business, Salma labours to speak in English 
in front of the class, presenting her responses haltingly. Here, she attempts to 
adequate herself with the figure of English-speaking successful Singaporeans through 
a display of her English skills as a means to distance herself from the monolingual 
underachieving Malay stereotype, despite the fact that the participants are generally 




57 Inst: so how well do you think you are: in the following skills (.)  
58  in terms of competence effectiveness communication and interpersonal    
59 Salma: well uh:: what I think of myself right now  
60  if I have lack of it (.) 
61  you know I think is good (.)  
62  uh: among of us we make uh: upgrade ourselves lah  
                                                                              DP 
63  like as I say  
64  talking to each other to communicate  
65  to approve    right 
    (improve) 
66  I think I am not that good (.) right (.) 
67  because I still learn[ing 
68 Inst:                                [which aspect. Interpersonal ke: communication ke:     
                                                                              or                            or                           
(Which aspect, your interpersonal or communication skills?) 
69 Salma: all lah             [smiles] 
     DP: emphasis 
70 Inst: eh:? 
DP 
(really?) 
71 All @@@@ 
 
 Salma now stands in front of the class, faces the rest of the participants, and 
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begins with what again seems like a positive assessment of herself in line 61 after 
articulating her interpretation of the instructor’s question in line 59 that opens her 
response. However, somewhat pre-empting a disagreement to her positive self-
assessment from the trainer, she works towards a possible repair in line 66 through the 
use of the slightly lengthened filler “uh” in line 62, and the discourse particle “lah” to 
signal her emphasis on the reason she is attending the programme. It serves as a 
means to readequate herself with the rest of the participants as incompetent, as is 
institutionally ‘expected’ of her through the instructor’s questioning that slants 
towards the stance of accepting the incompetent position that Salma should take. 
Salma continues to show acceptance of her social positioning by adequating herself 
further with the other participants in lines 66-67 when she says that she “not that 
good” and “still learning”, acceding to the social and institutional expectation of 
incompetence within the classroom context despite her somewhat seemingly positive 
initial self-assessment in examples here, as well as earlier in example 1. 
Unfortunately, in that display of linguistic competence, Salma’s truncated 
repertoire, which would have otherwise worked in a localized context for positive 
self-representation, immediately backfires when it seems to the instructor that she 
does not address the question posed in line 57, and when she uses a wrong word, 
“approve” to mean “improve” in line 65. By line 67, Salma has yet to give the 
expected response. This prompts the instructor in line 68 to not only repeat the 
question but also to ask her to specify the skills she finds herself needing 
improvement in as part of his attempt to guide her response. Picking up on Salma’s 
struggle with the appropriate register of English, the instructor tries to use the Malay 
conjunction “ke” (or) as part of that attempt. To draw her attention to the specific 
skills she needs to talk about, the instructor lengthens the vowel sound [#:] in “ke”. 
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What is crucial, however, is he does so without translating the key terms into Malay, 
assuming that Salma understands what they mean. Salma, who now is seen not to 
have access to the ‘privileged’ register, is thus further positioned by the instructor as 
one who lacks (linguistic) competence, just like the Malay figure of personhood.  
In response to that social positioning, Salma further self-deprecates in line 69 
by replying “all”, i.e., she is saying that she does not have all the skills she is 
supposed to assess herself on. Suffixing that utterance with “lah” again to signal 
obviousness, she is suggesting that her very enrolment in the class implies that she is 
incompetent to begin with, a position she is socially expected to occupy as an 
underachieving or uneducated Malay. But this is only greeted with what seems like 
disbelief by the trainer in line 70, which then invites laughter from the rest of the 
participants in line 71 given that Salma always has something to say in class, and at 
times, even interjects a presentation by another participants with her comments. 
Salma may not have personally felt she was that incompetent but in response 
to the institutional positioning she was subject to in this class, she did this adequation 
work as a means to justify her enrolment in the programme. In fact, Salma once 
approached me to ask if I could recommend any public speaking classes to her to 
further hone her speaking skills. In an explicitly positive self-assessment, she 
indicated that despite having only primary school education, many thought that she 
had a GCE ‘A’ level certificate at least whenever they heard her speak in English. She 
was hoping that she could improve her speaking style when she needed to address an 
audience. And yet, in a separate occasion, another participant in a programme used 
the term ‘speaking’ in a passing remark to refer to Salma, a term used colloquially 
among Malays to suggest disapproval of someone who is perceived to show off by 
trying to speak in English as a means to demonstrate that she is more educated than 
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her Malay-speaking interlocutors. Therefore, distinction work in this context would 
not have serve her favourably given the social positioning she was subject to. Salma 
was probably aware of this, and that was most likely the motivation behind her 
adequation work in example 3 above. 
The instructor expects a more nuanced evaluation of herself in these aspects 
since he has provided some ‘guidance’ in line 68. Beyond the participants’ laughter in 
line 71, however, no one interjects or hijacks Salma’s turn; they choose instead to sit 
through the rest of her mostly halting presentation in English that lasts almost five 
minutes, switching to Malay only out of desperation, as seen in the next example. 
Very similar to Warda’s laughter in line 22 in example 1, the participants’ laughter in 
itself not only suggests the deep-seated anxiety of the participants’ ‘incompetence’ 
with the English language to be able to engage in such a discourse, but also that they 
are laughing with her as they can identify with her position, i.e., where they stand in 
view of their lofty entrepreneurial aspirations.  
The following example 4 is the continuation of Salma’s sharing from example 
3. Here she goes on to elaborate on her self-assessment in terms of her ability as an 
aspiring entrepreneur upon further prompting by the instructor in line 72.   
Example 4 
72 Inst: ((can’t be all bad)) 
73 Salma: I think I am average lah  
                                  DP 
74  not that bad but not that good you see (.)  
75  so what I believe is  
76  like I very-  
77  I am a person very what you call uh:m  
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78  I am a very:: like nobody is a perfect in this world  
79  but I always looking for perfectionist (.)  
80  when I give something  
81  I make sure I give more than hundred percent (.)  
82  that’s me (.)  
83  kalau I nak     rambut uh:m  
if          want  hair                    
(if I want my hair – ) 
84  I buat skill rambut (.) 
  do            hair  
(I am in the hairdressing trade skills class.) 
85  I make sure kalau I nak   rambut I cantik        healthy  
                   (if)        want hair         beautiful 
(I will make sure that if I want my hair to be beautiful and healthy.) 
86  I make sure my customer also have that (.)  
87  so for me I believe whatever the skill I have right now is on average (.)  
88  so: we’ve come here (.)  
 
 In the above segment, Salma does a repair to her utterance in line 69 in the 
previous example in response to the trainer’s requests for elaboration in lines 70, also 
in the previous example, and 72 in this example. She is careful this time to hedge that 
claim with the discourse particle lah so as not to sound arrogant in front of her fellow 
course mates as she repositions herself as a motivated learner. At the same time, the 
false starts in lines 76 to 78 are stark reminders of her truncated repertoire and lack of 
linguistic capital. Nonetheless, her aspiration to succeed comes through clearly when 
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she describes herself to be someone who is always looking to ‘perfect’ herself in 
terms of her trade skills in line 79, and highly motivated to do her utmost to achieve 
that in lines 81 to 82. Here, while she does distinction work to distance herself from 
the lazy Malay figure, she also ensures that she adequates herself with her course 
mates who have similar aspirations to improve their knowledge and skills so that they 
can run better businesses as seen in lines 87 and 88.  
Earlier on, during her conversation with Janah and Warda, Salma was fairly 
confident about her competence in using the computer but now she seems to adequate 
herself together with the rest of the participants concerning their lack of competence 
so as not to breach social expectations of humility. The fact that she attempts to 
answer mainly in English throughout, even though she could have comfortably 
spoken in Malay as what a few others would have done, not only underscores her 
aspiration, but also highlights her linguistic anxiety concerning the successful image 
she has been trying to portray within the class to distinguish herself from other 
Malays who are still ‘backward’. This constant renegotiation and repositioning reflect 
the unique position of still being left behind by the other communities that the Malays 
occupy in multicultural Singapore where an individual’s worth tends to be measured 
in economic terms. Thus, as these lower class Malays struggle to contest the 
homogenizing ideology that reproduces the Malay figures of personhood, they find 
this positioning being even more accentuated through their linguistic habitus and a 
poor command of English. 
One important aspect of the micro-business programme was its sociolinguistic 
context. When I first started my observations, I was briefed by the training manager 
of the self-help organization that many of the participants would not be comfortable in 
using English, and that I might have to conduct my interviews with them in Malay. 
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However, I was surprised that English was predominantly used in most of the classes 
with little accommodation for translation. Although a few participants chose to speak 
and interact with the trainers almost exclusively in Malay, the trainers predominantly 
used English when they taught, with minimal Malay to translate certain English 
terms, to joke or to make side comments. This was less of a concern for the trade 
skills classes, as the participants already had some trade skills and did not have much 
difficulty understanding the trainers. However, they usually found it difficult to 
understand the English terms used in the business skills class, and exhibited much 
anxiety when asked to share their ideas in that class.  
For certain, the participants, as English-knowing bilingual Singaporeans 
described by Pakir (1991), could speak and understand English in its local form. But 
the range of their repertoires in English was limited, particularly as they might not 
have acquired the necessary business register to complete the tasks given in class. 
This usually got translated into a general hesitation and anxiety when they were asked 
to share their ideas or opinions in class discussions. In my informal conversations 
with them, a few participants expressed their apprehension about their ‘English 
language competence’ and how that would hamper the writing up of and presentations 
of their business plans, which were part of class requirements, especially when the 
notes and class materials were in English. Moreover, participants were not just 
worried about their performance in class. Despite their aspirations to set up a home-
based business to improve their socioeconomic situation, many of them, like Zarina, 
were just as concerned about their lack of linguistic capital as they were about their 
economic capital, as they recognized that good competence in English was highly 
important for becoming a successful entrepreneur. 
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At the same time, there were also cultural pressures that led the participants to 
not align themselves too much with English. People who often attempted to speak 
English to the other participants, like Salma, were labeled as ‘speaking’, a borrowed 
term from English used colloquially among Malays, to disapprove someone who is 
seen to show off by speaking in English to indicate that she is more educated than her 
Malay-speaking interlocutor(s). This disapproval of such a social positioning may be 
another dimension of the underlying linguistic insecurity of the participants, as it 
reflects how English is seen as a language that indexes greater economic value and 
power than Malay, which is tied more to local cultural identity and solidarity. In other 
words, there were many reasons for the participants in the programme to avoid 
speaking English and present themselves predominantly in Malay.  
However, despite all of these factors, many of the participants still chose to 
speak English as much as possible in the classroom context with the trainers and 
among themselves. The question is, what motivates them to make the effort to speak 
English, when they have the choice not to? I analyze this as a reflection of the micro-
business participants’ negotiations between their self-positioning as aspiring 
entrepreneurs and the negative Malay figure of personhood which becomes a site 
where the multiple aspects of linguistic insecurity are played out. Yet, at the same 
time, Malays who are more secure in their English language competence also display 
linguistic insecurity as seen in the examples in the following section. 
 
5.3 Challenging the Malay stereotype through linguistic capital 
At the micro level of interaction, while Malays in general continue to use their 
mother tongue more than the other ethnic groups, many are now also capable of 
deploying a wider range of linguistic resources, especially when younger generation 
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Malays are bilingual in both English and Malay as a result of schooling and the 
bilingual policy that has been in place for close to five decades. However, among the 
Malays who are earning or seeking social mobility, the ability to speak English 
competently is perceived to impact on their social mobility and ability to participate in 
the global economy. 
The participants featured in this section attended English-medium schools and 
thus were able to use English more extensively at work. While the speakers in the 
previous section would inevitably be seen to fit into the underachieving Malay 
stereotype, the speakers featured here generally have been observed to have a stronger 
alignment with English. Unlike many of the micro-business participants, they did not 
display much linguistic insecurity concerning English because they were 
socioeconomically better off. However, their insecurity of being judged by fellow 
Malays on their Malay competence, the ‘genuineness’ of their Malay identity, and the 
need to constantly distinguish themselves from the Malay stereotype just like the 
micro-business participants featured earlier, caused them to constantly renegotiate and 
manage their different social positionings either imposed by the state or because of 
the sociocultural expectations of the Malay community, giving rise to anxiety. 
Adam in example 5 below was a graduate from an overseas university. He 
worked for his parents who owned the dance company. This informal interview with 
him took place in his office with the director of the company, Seri, in the background 
doing some administrative work. Here, he is seen to align himself with ‘globalized 
Malays’ who are overseas, presumably professionals, and different from the 
underachieving ones in Singapore. He alludes to the global mindset of these Malays 
who live and work in ‘English-speaking’ countries like Australia, and Canada. Adam 
chooses to speak mostly in English in solidarity with me (Yurni) in my interviews 
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 Here, Adam claims that his childhood travel and study abroad experiences are 
instrumental to his modern outlook that is implied by phrases “lifestyle also very 
different” in line 120, and “with a different mindset”. Such difference in the overseas 
115 Adam: uh:: this was also (.) uhm bila       nineteen ninety-three  
                                           when 
(in the year nineteen ninety-three) 
116  lagi           kecik               dulu(.)   I went to Melbourne 
while      a small child     then 
(when I was still a child, I went to Melbourne) 
117 Yurni: mhmm 
118 Adam: I saw how the Malay communities in Melbourne (.) 
119 Yurni:  mhmm 
120 Adam:  uh::m diorang punya lifestyle also very different      
           their 
(their lifestyle is different from that of the Malays in Singapore)  
121  with a different mindset  
122  so that's the reason why macam. uh:: when I was in Vancouver 
                                        like 
123  I thought of- maybe we have to start a new life 
124  when you are somewhere mid-  
  [interruption by Seri] 
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Malays entices him to harbour the aspiration of starting a new life outside of 
Singapore. Although he does not specifically state how their lifestyle and mindset are 
different from the Malays in Singapore, his intention to migrate, confirmed much later 
on in the interview, points to what he perceives to be desirable qualities exhibited by 
these overseas Malays. Here, Adam does distinction work that distances himself from 
the Malays in Singapore, and the aspects of Malayness that he is disaligning himself 
from are the stereotypes about Malayness which he refers to as “mindset” and 
“lifestyle” of the Singaporean Malays. 
 Adam further admits to being disaligned from the local Malay community 
upon his return to Singapore after his university education in example 6 below. He 
shares about his inability to relate to the language and the kind of entertainment on the 
local Malay television channel until he met his wife, Maria, who is a local Malay 
celebrity.  
Example 6 
132 Adam: so basically that's it lah.  
                                 DP  
133  and then my mentality pun bila   balik   dari Vancouver 
                                    also when return from 
(also my mentality upon returning from Vancouver)  
134  memang susah     nak   cakap        Melayu 
 really     difficult  want (to) speak Malay 
(I found speaking in Malay really difficult.)  
135 Yurni: mhmm mhmm mhmm 
136 Adam: tak    tahu   cakap        Melayu  
don’t know (to) speak  Malay 
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(it’s as if I never knew how to speak Malay) 
137  uh:: and then sebelum I met Maria  
                      before 
(before I met Maria) 
138  semua artis-artis Melayu Suria29  
all        artistes     Malay   Malay TV channel 
(the Malay artistes from the Malay TV channel, Suria) 
139  or atau whatever Malay channel and all that  
     or 
140  I don't really watch 
141 Yurni: mhmm 
142 Adam: only now that I begin to understand  
143  and uh: able to reassimilate again lah  
                                                      DP 
144  but it took quite- quite some time lah 
                                                      DP 
145 Yurni: right right 
 
 While he distances himself from the local Malay identity from lines 133 to 
138, he actually uses more Malay than before in his choice of language. This can be 
understood as mitigating the potentially negative implications of such an act of 
distancing, especially when one’s reluctance to speak Malay can suggest one’s denial 
of one’s Malay ethnicity. By speaking predominantly in Malay in these lines, he is in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 Suria is the only Malay channel on national television. !
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a way, reproducing the belief that the Malay language is intrinsic to the Malay 
identity. He attributes his ‘reassimilation success’ to his wife, Maria who comes from 
a more traditional Malay family background. Thus, when he switches to English from 
line 140 to 144, it would not be construed as an act of distinction. Instead, from line 
140, he is establishing his solidarity with me as someone who is an ‘English-
knowing’ Malay bilingual like him, an aspect of Singaporean Malayness that is not 
aligned with the negative Malay stereotype, i.e., one who is construed as monolingual, 
and hence, uneducated. 
In example 7 below, a continuation of the interview segment in example 6, 
Adam attempts to justify his previous disalignment from the Malay identity to the fact 
that he comes from a ‘Christian brothers’ school culture where the students are well-
known for being predominantly English-speaking, but are not so competent in their 
mother tongues. St Patrick’s School, the school that Adam attended, is one of the 
many government-aided schools that were initially established by the English 
missionaries who came to Singapore during the colonial years in the 19th century, and 
early 20th century. They were English-medium single-sex schools mostly run by 
English nuns or priests, and that they were meant to educate the poor local children in 
the past. Many of them still remain as single-sex schools. Although the teachers 
employed now are mostly local Singaporeans, and that these schools follow the 
national curriculum including the teaching and learning of the official mother 
tongues, the stereotype that these schools produce students who are English-dominant 
prevails. This is partly due to the link between English language and Christianity that 
exists in this region.  
Example 7 
146 Adam: but then again you know  
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147  here I am because the reason being (.) 
148  uh:: my upbringing was also different 
149 Yurni: right 
150 Adam: my parents- first of all  
151  my kindergarten was in a presbyterian church 
152 Yurni: mhmm mhmm mhmm 
153 Adam: uh:: it was not in a PAP or in public school  
154  number two when I was in secondary school  
155  I was in uh:: St Patrick’s school  
156 Yurni: mhmm mhmm mhmm 
157 Adam: all-boys school and also uh: Chris[tian brother sch- 
158 Yurni:                                                        [a mission school mm- 
159 Adam: yes  
              
160  so:: entah             eh? (.)                 
       don’t know   DP                                      
(Well, I supposed that’s how it is.) 
  uh something like that lah             @@@ 
                                    DP 
161 Yurni: so you uh:m I mean in terms of uh::  
162  socialization it's [it's 
163 Adam:                            [socializatio::n  
164  even my friends also were: mostly: not Malays 
165  [Seri switches on the Malay radio station, Warna. Malay song 
playing in the background.] 
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166 Yurni: mhmm 
167 Adam: only when I was in primary: five primary six my-  
168  then uh:: mother brought me to Tarian Melayu 
169 Yurni: mhmm mhmm 
170 Adam: uh for me to be able to blend in with the Malay community lah 
                                                                                               DP                                                                        
 Yurni: mhmm mhmm 
172 Adam: so:: that's it lah  
                    DP 
173  hobby sekarang  jadi           profession  
           now         becomes 
(my hobby i.e., Malay dance, now becomes my profession) 
174  but my interest is not really in the arts itself= 
175  [Call for prayer playing in the background, from the radio.] 
176  =not arts [arts 
177 Yurni:                [ok 
178 Adam: my interest is in the:  
179  how you make a- a business (.) or (.)  
180  the- the- worthy of capitalism.  
 
Elaborating and justifying his initial inability to assimilate with many other 
Malays in Singapore, Adam mentions above in example 7 that his parents have given 
him an early exposure to English. Here he presents it as uncommon for the majority 
of the Malays in Singapore to do so, another act of distinction on his part. In line 147, 
Adam cues the act of distinction he is about to embark on when he says “here I am 
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because the reason being”, and he goes on to state the premise of this differentiation 
which is his “different upbringing” (line 148). He attended kindergarten at a 
Presbyterian preschool and later, a Catholic government-aided school that many 
Singaporeans usually associate with ‘good’ English standards.  
Adam’s revelation of the schools he attended and the kind of socialization he 
had in his early years suggests the perceived profitability of English over Malay, and 
the aspirations to accumulate symbolic capital crucial for social mobility. This points 
to the centrality of linguistic habitus in the uneven distribution of capital and contrary 
to the egalitarian ideals of meritocracy. In example 7 above, the motivation for the 
acquisition of English as a symbolic capital underpins the choices of schools for 
Adam as determined by his parents. Government-aided Christian or mission schools, 
like the one Adam attended, are largely perceived by Singaporeans as having high 
English language standards; students from these schools are perceived to be very 
outspoken and fluent in the English language as opposed to the other national schools. 
Many of the students who attend these secondary schools are privileged enough to 
have affiliation with the schools via their primary schools, where places at primary 
one are allocated based on church affiliations, proximity to homes, and parents who 
are alumni of those primary schools in question. In the case of privately run 
kindergartens like the one he attended, most parents who enrol there children there are 
able to pay the higher, unsubsidized school fees.  
However, such ‘Christian’ schools are not so popular among the Malays who 
are more religious and fear the influences of Christianity on their children’s faith. 
This explains why A had lesser opportunities to mingle with other Malay students as 
he admits in line 164. The “PAP school” that Adam mentions in line 153 refers to the 
kindergartens run by the People’s Action Party (PAP). This ruling party first set up its 
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kindergartens in 1960s to prepare children for primary education. The kindergartens 
have been the more popular choices of preschool education for most parents since 
they were first introduced because they are heavily subsidized for Singaporeans of all 
ethnicities, and even more so for those from the lower income group. Now, the 
charitable arm of the PAP, the PAP Community Foundation also known as PCF, 
oversees the setting up and maintenance the preschools and childcare centres under its 
purview.  
Adam seeks to readequate himself with the local Malay identity. In line 160, 
he starts off his readequation attempt rather tentatively as seen in the lengthened 
vowel in “so” to begin his turn, followed by “I don’t know” (entah eh?) as a means to 
express the triviality of what he has said so far, which initially works to set himself 
apart from the Malay community, an act that could possibly be construed as almost a 
blasphemous denial of his Malay identity. In Malay culture, there is a saying 
“bagaikan kacang lupakan kulit” to literally mean peas, nuts or beans that have 
forgotten their skins. This idiom is an expression of disapproval for those who have 
denied their cultural roots and the identity they are ‘born with’ which are considered 
part of their ‘genetic make up’. Adam’s attempt at the repairs serves to mitigate such 
possible judgment that he thinks others or I would have about him. Continuing to 
repair his earlier turns, A again attempts to renegotiate his positioning in line 161 with 
a less certain “something like that” followed by “lah” that serves to further hedge his 
earlier act of distinction. The laughter that ends the turn serves to break the tension 
brought about by the act of distinction as he recounts his atypical upbringing despite 
being ‘Malay’.  
To be certain, I asked about the kind of socialization he has had while growing 
up in lines 161 and 162, and he admits to not mixing much with Malays when he was 
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in school in line 164. The lengthening of the final vowel sounds in “were” and 
“mostly” that precede the phrase “not Malay” suggest his tentativeness in indicating 
his stance concerning particular aspects of Malayness, in this case, having the kind of 
socialization expected of him as a Malay. Also, to further readequate himself with the 
larger notion of Malayness, he goes on to mention about his mother’s effort at getting 
him acquainted with the Malay culture in line 168 where he would eventually mix 
with other Malays through his involvement with a Malay cultural group. Tarian 
Melayu (a pseudonym) was a Malay dance group that Adam and Seri, his mother, 
were once active in, prior to the establishment of their family-run dance company, 
Seri Tari.  
To illustrate how his different upbringing and overseas education experience 
sets him apart from the local Malays, Adam relates how he intends to take his 
family’s activism in promoting Malay culture, which relates to the notion of pride, by 
tapping into its profitability in a capitalistic sense. In line 173, he explains how his 
interest (“hobby”) in Malay dance that came about because of his involvement in 
Tarian Melayu now becomes his “profession” or a source of income. As part of his 
self-projection as an educated Malay individual, Adam positions Malay culture in 
terms of a product that could be turned into a lucrative business venture, and he sees 
his involvement in promoting Malay culture as ‘work’. The word “profession” entails 
not only competence, but also profitable educatedness. Somewhat contradicting his 
earlier statement that Malay dance is his “hobby”, he now goes on to say that his 
interest in Malay dance does not lie in the art form itself; rather, it is in utilizing the 
art form as a business or an entrepreneurship that takes advantage of capitalism (lines 
178-180). This is significant in light of the lack of reported entrepreneurial spirit 
among the Malays in Singapore as opposed to the Chinese (Maysami & Ziemnowicz 
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2007: 79). In fact, in another session, Adam revealed in passing that he had a five-
year business plan in place for his family’s dance company, indicating foresight on 
his part, unlike how the stereotype of unmotivated Malays are typically presented.  
Another employee of Seri Tari, Yusman, who is a performer, as well as music 
and dance instructor, claimed that his preference for English was shaped by the 
sociolinguistic environment that he was exposed to from young. Like Adam, Yusman 
attended a government-aided Christian secondary school where English was the 
dominant language. But in his case, Malay was also the language that he tried to use 
at school. In example 8 below, he relates how he sometimes struggled to understand 
and speak Malay without translating it into English first as he mentions in lines 84 to 
85. 
Example 8 
78 Yusman: I- I prefer English because uh:  
79  I senang  faham          English dulu 
   easily   understand               first 
(I can understand English easily, unlike Malay.) 
80 Yurni: mhmm 
81 Yusman: th- then if I want to do in Malay then I'll I'll macam.                                                                                        
                                                                       like 
(then if I want to say it in Malay, I will -)  
82  if let's say a Malay word that I don't understand  
83  I'll find ok ni    maknanya macam apa   eh  
                 this  means       like      what DP 
(Ok, what does this mean in English?) 
84  is it- ((in)) English (.) is it like this yeah  
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85  and then I went back  
(i.e., look at the Malay meaning) 
86  oh: ok: it's the same thing  
87  so it's easier to (.) English first then (.) to Malay 
88 Yurni: mhmm 
89 Yusman: I think partly because of the: uh place that we grow up in ah 
                                                                                             DP                                                                       
 
 Central to this example, and to some extent, the previous one (example 7), is 
the notion of linguistic habitus that ties in with that of symbolic capital represented by 
the school they attended, and their subsequent preference for English. Yusman’s 
earnest attempt at using Malay in lines 79 and 83 to explain his struggle with Malay is 
an act of adequation with the linguistic aspect of Malayness. In fact, unlike Adam 
who distanced himself from the Malay community while in school initially by 
keeping non-Malay friends, Yusman actually tried to understand Malay by looking up 
meanings in English, as he confesses to doing so in lines 85 to 87, and using the 
available linguistic resources at his disposal to access Malay. Like Adam, he 
attributes his preference for and ease with English to the environment he grew up in, 
but for Yusman, the fact that he still tries to understand Malay despite the English-
dominant environment he was immersed in underscores his acceptance of Malay as 
the inherent identity marker for him.  
Having been immersed in an English-dominant environment, and being 
socioeconomically more secure most likely caused Adam and Yusman to privilege 
English over Malay in their response to the question I posed to them on their preferred 
language. My position as a researcher from the university and competence in the 
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English language could have been instrumental in their adequation with me. While 
they might not necessarily distance themselves from the Malay community through 
their involvement in cultural preservation efforts and actual language use, they both 
clearly aligned themselves with the more successful Malays in these examples. 
Because of how Malays are viewed as a homogeneous group, the identity work 
displayed by English-knowing bilingual Malay can be rather complex. 
 
5.4 Accumulating symbolic capital  
In the short segment below, example 9, Adam further explains why his parents 
made those school choices for him. This segment comes from another session of 
interview after a break, but Adam makes a reference to what he had said earlier about 
those school choices. Adam’s response here is with reference to the question on home 
language.  
Example 9 
13 Adam: my parents' plan was for me to speak English first.  
14 Yurni: mhmm 
15 Adam: so that's the reason why I was at the Presbyterian church  
16  and also St Pat's 
17 Yurni: mhmm 
18 Adam: uh::: the Malay aspect was (.)  
19  if it is with me (.) uhm (.)  
20  I think they saw me going global first lah    
                                                             DP 
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Here, Adam’s ability to use the local variety of English for the ‘localist’ 
purpose of establishing solidarity with another bilingual Singaporean Malay in line 
20, and also the ease with which he switches to standard English indexed with the 
globalist perspective as seen in example 7 above is apparent. He positions himself as 
an educated and competent Malay who defies the circulating stereotypes about 
Malayness. This ability to use the varieties appropriately for the different orientations 
and purposes is more or less restricted to Malays like Adam with university degrees. 
Hence, as an attempt to negotiate his membership within the Malay community, he 
seeks to distinguish himself from the Malay stereotype, while he adequates himself 
with the more successful professional Malays through his globalist outlook in line 20 
as privileged by his parents. While this works to distance himself from other Malays 
in general seen to be underachieving, and to adequate himself with those perceived to 
be successful as he had done in example 7, he carefully downplays that difference 
here. This globalist perspective will advantageously position him in Singapore’s 
globalized economy, but this complex identity work on his part shows how in 
aligning himself with successful Malays, Adam does not highlight the difference with 
the other Malays within the community. In many ways, Seri Tari does many 
community outreach work in terms of the promotion of Malay culture, and arts 
education in the community. Given his role as representing Malay culture, 
foregrounding that difference between himself and the larger Malay community will 
only serve to alienate the group from the very community they seek to contribute to. 
This adoption of a more global view among some the Malays by privileging 
English over Malay has the effect of distinguishing themselves from the rest of the 
community who are seen to be traditional or less modern, unaspiring, and thus less 
successful. Not too different from Adam’s parents’ stance concerning English, 
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Mazna, a participant from the micro-business programme disclosed in an interview 
that her father and paternal aunts pressured her into speaking English. Unlike most of 
the participants in that programme, Mazna who was in her late-20s, had a non-tertiary 
post-secondary qualification from an institute of technical education. When she first 
started her micro-business training classes in the food and beverage trade skill, she 
was unemployed. She had previous work experience in the hospitality industry. At the 
time of the interview some time after her completion of the programme, Mazna had 
just started at her new workplace as a school librarian. She was also one of the few 
participants who were comfortable in speaking English, and she was the only 
participant who resisted entirely the use of Malay in all the classes she attended. 
Many of the participants initially found it uncomfortable to interact with her in 
English. Most of the time, she interacted with me, the trainers, as well as the officer 
from the self-help organization, in English. In example 10 below, M articulates that 
the only way forward for Malays is for them to embrace progress by speaking in 
English. This excerpt unfolds as Mazna responds to my question on her preferred 
language(s). 
Example 10 
50 Mazna: yeah I- I was not force to speak English  
51  but my father’s side of the family  
52  my aunt that came down from Malaysia all that or (.)  
53  all of them will pressure you (.)  
54  English (.) was like (.) 
55 Yurni:  mhmm 
56 Mazna: yeah it would take you far  
57  but it's true one of my aunt.  
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58  er: she go really far (.) general manager or something 
59 Yurni: mhmm 
60 Mazna: she(.) uh: most of my f-father side is very successful 
61 Yurni: right right 
62 Mazna: @@@ I'm not looking down on my mum's side (.)  
63  but it's just that some time when you are too conservative 
64 Yurni: mhmm 
65 Mazna: really doesn't take you far 
 
In this example, Mazna justifies her choice of English through the ‘success’ of 
her relatives from her paternal side, many of whom occupy ‘valued’ positions such as 
administrative jobs (lines 58 and 60), seen to be the result of their emphasis on 
English (line 53). Malay, which is spoken by her mother at home, is presented as 
inadequate for navigating the new economy, even though Mazna admitted prior to this 
segment that she interacted with her mother in Malay because her mother had insisted 
it being part of her identity. However, in her anxiety to achieve social mobility given 
the sociocultural context of the micro-business class in which she is participating, i.e., 
interacting with generally low-skilled Malays who are not so competent in English, 
Mazna identifies English as a symbolic capital, and in doing so, adequates herself 
with financially successful people such as managers like her aunt, who, due to her 
English language competence, represent a contrasting successful figure of personhood 
that is indexed by the use of English (line 58). In an act of distinction, Mazna, in 
citing her mother’s relatives as examples, implicitly distances herself from the ‘less 
successful’ Malays whose conservative adherence to Malay (traditions) “really 
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doesn’t take you far” in line 65. This reflects the anxiety on her part to be perceived 
as equally competent as the financially successful people she aspires to be.  
While Mazna’s exclusive use of English was somewhat unusual among the 
participants, it was more common for the participants in this programme to adequate 
themselves with ‘successful entrepreneurs’ like their trainers and mentors by 
employing specific linguistic resources associated with them, despite the fact that 
many of the participants did not consider themselves as fluent speakers of English. 
The business-related skills they were expected to acquire at the end of the programme 
involved competent use and knowledge of (Business) English, and this seems to 
rationalize what Mazna mentions in lines 54 and 56 that English “would take you 
far”. Mazna privileging of English is an act of distinction from the backward, 
underachieving Malay figure of personhood, embodied by people such as Mazna’s 
mother and her relatives.  
 The ideology that English is crucial for social advancement, a belief shared by 
the micro-business participants like Mazna, as well as the English-dominant Malays 
like Adam, forms the logic upheld by certain pockets in the Malay community. This is 
nothing out of the ordinary if we consider pragmatic Singapore’s nation-building 
interests. For people like Adam and Yusman who are socioeconomically secure, their 
linguistic habitus is seen to be a natural contributor to their socioeconomic status. For 
the less successful Malays whose linguistic habitus does not comprise the English 
language, linguistic insecurity will certainly be pertinent to them. Despite their 
aspirations for social mobility, without the linguistic capital, they will find it difficult 
to access the skills upgrading opportunities, which will translate into cultural capital 
accumulation, that are put in place by self-help organizations. The gap between the 
linguistic competence expected of them, and their actual level of competence, thus 
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only serves to reinforce their peripheral position in the globalized Singapore’s 
economy.  
 Continuing from the previous interview segment in example 10, Mazna 
elaborates on why she chooses to speak almost entirely in English in class. Unlike 
Adam who downplays his difference from the Malay-speaking stereotype in example 
7, Mazna’s explicit distancing from such a figure of personhood seems to stem from 
her still insecure socioeconomic status through her English language competence. Her 
participation in the training programme points to her still marginal socioeconomic 
positioning that she constantly attempts to challenge.  
Example 11 
73 Yurni: just now you also mentioned (.) 
74  like your:: I mean the reaction of the people  
75  when you spoke in English with the Malay::  
76  I- I mean at the [Muslim- 
77 Mazna:                           [yeah 
78 Yurni: so (.) did you: actually ask them why they asked you that question 
79 Mazna: uhm (.) they just (.) uh one of the lady when I went to cooking class 
80 Yurni: mhmm 
81 Mazna: she assume that is for Malay (.) her idea (.)  
82 Yurni:  mhmm 
83 Mazna:  this class is Malay class something like that du[ring the cooking class 
84 Yurni:                                                                            [I see I see 
85 Mazna:  so that's where I get it she got it wrong 
86 Yurni: mhmm 
87 Mazna: @@@ Muslim Professionals doesn't stand for Malay @@@ 
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88 Yurni:  yeah yeah yeah 
89 Mazna:  so after a while when I spoke up (.) they leave me alone (.)  
90 Yurni:    [mhmm 
91 Mazna:  [they never question me (.)  
92  why you speak in English and things like that 
93 Yurni: @@@ 
94 Mazna: yeah (.) and in fact they-  they even converse with me in English  
95  I say is doesn't ma-  
96  you all converse with me in Malay or English  
97  I still can reply 
 
Mazna here provides an example of her course mate who she perceives to 
have had the misconception that they should speak Malay in the micro-business 
classes (lines 81 and 83). Through the words “assume” and “her idea” in line 81, as 
well as “she got it wrong” in line 85, Mazna is doing an act of distinction from the 
perceived prevailing parochial mindset that she feels is hindering Malays from social 
mobility. To her, while anyone is free to speak in either Malay or English, in order to 
acquire new work skills for social mobility, one should not expect to privilege Malay, 
over English, especially when the Muslim Professionals organization is not exclusive 
to the Malays (line 87).  Mazna confesses that she even continued in her act of 
distinction throughout that programme as she her concern then was to seek social 
mobility through the micro-business programme (line 89). Being aware of a potential 
disapproval from her course mates who share the same ethnicity for her insistence on 
using English in class as in the case of Salma being labeled “speaking”, Mazna 
attempts to mitigate that by indicating in lines 95 to 97 that she has no problem 
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speaking in Malay with them if they converse with her in Malay. What is interesting, 
however, is that despite Maznah’s clear act of distinction, some of her course mates 
started to speak English to her. This act of adequation on the part of her course mates 
further reinforces the prevailing English hegemony concerning social mobility. One 
reason why the rest of the participants were more open to Mazna’s use of English 
could be because of the perceived linguistic competence she had, unlike Salma whose 
attempt at displaying her English competence backfired.  
 
5.5 Discussion 
The discursive strategies used by speakers in their acts of social positioning 
show how identity construction is not entirely limitless. Despite the difference in 
socioeconomic and educational background, those participants who were 
linguistically insecure in English generally showed similar negotiation strategies in 
trying to resist the image of peripherality imposed on them, as did the participants 
who had English language competence. For these participants who are incompetent in 
English, the seemingly unmatched aspirations for social mobility and their truncated 
(linguistic) repertoire became a source of anxiety as they attempt to display bilingual 
competence in settings that position them as socioeconomic underachievers because 
English language competence is perceived as the much needed symbolic capital to 
“participate in domains of high economic capital, where globalism frames the 
perspective” (Alsagoff, 2010, p. 345). It also serves to distinguish one individual from 
another in terms of their differentiated access to the language (Park, 2011, p. 453), 
which then leads to the accentuation of these speakers’ marginal position in society as 
seen in Zarina’s case. The possession of this capital allows social actors to 
successfully distance themselves from the Malay figure of personhood, like in the 
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case of Adam, but for many of the participants in the micro-business programme, this 
act of distancing itself proves to be a struggle despite their aspirations for social 
mobility because of their truncated repertoire, which only serves to highlight their 
peripherality. The mismatch between the state’s positioning of Malays and speakers’ 
self-positioning as they attempt to distance themselves from stereotypes of Malayness 
thus gives rise to anxiety which may have social implications for them. 
At the same time, their anxiety resides in the mismatch between the state’s 
positioning of these speakers and their self-positioning. In the case of Salma, her 
display of linguistic competence backfired as a result of her truncated repertoire. For 
Mazna, she distanced herself almost entirely from Malay, especially within the 
institutional setting that positions her as incompetent. It is in instances like these when 
the discourse on the relevance of the Malay language gets contested. In her pursuit for 
social mobility, Mazna was clearly unconvinced by the need for the emphasis on 
Malay because of how her mother’s family turned out. However, such acts of 
distinction are not without social implications in terms of how she would be evaluated 
by other Malays. 










Chapter 6 Negotiating Malay-Muslim identities through bilingual repertoire 
 
This chapter will explore how the circulating ideology of the sanctity of the 
Malay language manifests in interactions, along with how bilingual Malays manage 
the different social positionings they are subject to in Singapore’s global setting. 
Specifically, the analysis in this chapter is concerned with how constructions of a 
bilingual identity become resources for negotiating cosmopolitanism, and the deeply 
entrenched religio-cultural traditions that index Malay ethnicity in Singapore’s 
multicultural setting where ethnicity is consciously made salient by the state. 
Ethnoreligiosity and cosmopolitanism are constantly negotiated through participants’ 
linguistic repertoires of discursive strategies in globalized Singapore where 
multicultural and transnational identities abound, especially in a social context where 
Muslims are perceived as reluctant to assimilate with the rest of the population. While 
the perceived unwillingness to integrate, or ‘exclusivity’, has been cited as the reason 
for the repeated calls to assimilate by the government in post-independent Singapore, 
the increased religiosity becomes even more salient after the September 11 attacks on 
the United States in 2001 (Chew, 2013a, p. 178 & 2006, 227; Mutalib, 2012, p. 63). 
Muslims are now seen to be spending more time at the mosque for worship and other 
religious activities, making more demand for halal food establishments that are 
strictly regulated by MUIS (the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore), and 
observing strictly the injunction for Muslim women to don the hijab or headscarves 
(see Mutalib, 2012 p. 64-66 for a discussion on this). Recently, there have been 
petitions to the government to allow the donning of hijab in some of the professions 
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requiring uniforms, like in nursing and the police force30. In fact, any discussion on 
Malay identity construction cannot ignore the centrality of Islam in its construance, 
given that almost all Malays in Singapore are born Muslims.  
Although Islam is not specifically mentioned as the religion of the Malay 
community in Singapore given the state’s commitment to secularism, the special 
position accorded to the Malays in Singapore as the indigenous people in Article 152 
of the republic’s constitution promises the protection and promotion of their religious 
and cultural interests, as well as the Malay language, prompting an ethnolinguistic 
indexicalization. The specific mention of the Malay community, coupled with 
Singapore’s bilingual policy of assigning mother tongue subject in school according 
to one’s ethnicity further propagates such essentialist ethnolinguistic associations. 
Both religion (Islam), and mother tongue are shown to be important to the Malays in 
Singapore (Ooi, 2005, p. 114). The highly defined delineation of ethnic groups based 
on state-recognized mother tongue languages sheds some light on the centrality of 
religion in identity construction and cultural practices (Chew, 2006, p. 215) of the 
three major ethnic groups. While Islamic practices define the general construance of 
the Malay identity in Singapore, Buddhism/ Taoism, as well as Hinduism, are also 
culturally significant to the Chinese and Indians respectively, even though none of 
these religions are officially attributed to each ethnic community by the state. A less 
pronounced religion-language link can be seen between Hindus and Tamil, and also 
between Buddhist/ Taoist and Mandarin.  
For the Malays, however, Islam and the Malay language are seen to be 
intrinsic to their Malay identity, and so, unlike the case with the Chinese and Indians, 
the ‘Malay-Muslim’ ethnoreligious label is widely used in official discourse, which !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 ‘Allowing hijab problematic for some jobs: Yaacob’, Today, November 1, 2013. Retrieved from 
http://www.todayonline.com/singapore/allowing-hijab-problematic-some-jobs-yaacob  
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makes this ethnoreligious category even more conspicuous. The Malay language 
especially has been instrumental in the maintenance of Muslim identity in this region. 
For instance, some Indian Muslims also speak Malay as their home language, 
although statistics do not reveal how many of the 7.9% of Indians (refer to Table 1 in 
Chapter 1) who speak Malay as home language in 2010 are also Muslims. Many 
Indian Muslims have adopted Malay as home language since colonial times. Then, 
many immigrant Indian Muslim traders married local Malays. Descendents of such 
mixed parentage were referred to as the Jawi Peranakans during those colonial years, 
along with other Muslims of mixed parentage, such as Arab-Malay. They have been 
well integrated into the Malay Muslim community, and have since adopted Malay as 
home language for generations.  
However, as we shall see later, the remembrance of Racial Harmony Day on 
21 July every year, which foregrounds the religio-cultural practices of each ethnic 
group, continues to underscore such religion-ethnicity links in Singapore. Aligned 
with the state’s position that these official mother tongues are cultural anchors that 
serve as checks against the ‘westernizing’ values supposedly inherent in the English 
language, Malay language maintenance efforts and Malay Muslim cultural 
preservation are reflected in the discursive practices of bilingual Malay Muslims in 
Singapore in their language choice when talking about Islam and Malay traditions in 
which Islamic values are central. Interestingly, when asked to describe the level of 
trust he had towards Singapore Muslims, Singapore’s first prime minister, Lee Kuan 
Yew is quoted as saying that “the more English-speaking they are, the less they are 
prone to this” (Han et al. 2010: 241), where “this” refers to radical ideas and extremist 
tendencies. He equated the trend of English-speaking Malays to them being more 
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educated and thus less insular, not too different from the general attitude of the 
participants in the study when they intended to project a more cosmopolitan outlook.  
 
6.1 Ethnoreligious conflation of Malay and Islam 
 The main language used in the Islamization process of the Malay World was 
the variety used in the coastal areas, which then raised its status to that of the lingua 
franca of the region through the establishment of an orthographic system that 
subsequently allowed Islam to be disseminated more effectively in the language that 
many were familiar with (Alwee, 2009, p. 126-127). Modern Malay, with borrowings 
from Arabic and Persian, became an important language of Islamization (Spolsky, 
2009, p. 46). This came about with the Islamization of the Malay archipelago around 
1300 AD (Vikør, 1988, p. 11). The resultant Malay orthography, Jawi, then becomes 
symbolic of the Islamic faith because it is derived from the Arabic-Persian script in 
which the Holy Qur’an is published in, with provisions made for specific Malay 
phonological features that do not exist in Arabic. Such conflation of Arabic-Persian 
orthography with the Malay language has been fundamental in constructing particular 
ethnoreligious identity among Malays. With Jawi as the orthography for the Malay 
language, and that the learning to recite the Qur’an in its Arabic script is important to 
all Muslims regardless of ethnicity and nationality, the conflation of Malay language 
and Islam becomes complete. Further reinforcing this conflation that constitutes the 
broader definition of Malay ethnicity is the fact that Singapore was also the printing 
centre for Malay literary and religious publications from late 19th century to 1960s 
(Rahmat, 2009, p. 179-180). Also, Singapore’s role as an Islamic hub in this region 
from 1819 to 1959 such as being the “staging post” and embarkation point for 
pilgrims in the region sailing to Mecca to perform the hajj or pilgrimage was 
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instrumental to Islam being closely associated to Malay ethnicity. Pre-independence, 
converts to Islam who saw themselves as ‘Melayu’ (Malays), would be categorized as 
belonging to the Malay community in a census report published in 1949 (cited in 
Aljunied, 2009, p. 6).  
In modern day Singapore, this indexicality of ethnolinguistic identification and 
religiosity continues to be perpetuated through official identification documents. 
Singaporean Malays could choose to have their names written in Jawi below the 
Romanized script in their identity cards to reflect their ethnoreligious identity, even 
through the Jawi script us hardly used in Malay writings now in Singapore since 
Romanized Malay, also known as Rumi, became popular from 1950s. Although 
Arabic is almost exclusively learnt for and used in religious rituals among the Malays, 
the Malay language still retains its centrality in religious education because of 
existing institutional practices, such as sermons, where it remains the default language 
for discourses about Islam. Even when children attend national schools on weekdays, 
religious classes, many still typically conducted in Malay, are considered a priority on 
weekends. The media also play a significant role in reproducing the ethnoreligious 
conflation. The calls for prayer in Arabic, as well as religious sermons in Malay are 
broadcast on a national Malay radio station. The national Malay language newspaper 
also features articles and question-and-answer columns on Islam. This dominance of 
the Malay language in the religious realm of the Malays leads to Islam being 
perceived as a ‘given’ among the Malays.   
In Southeast Asia, the Malay language and Islam have become integral to 
Malay nationhood or Malayness where being ‘Malay’ is dependent on both speaking 
the Malay and embracing the Islamic faith (Anderson, 2006). To exemplify this, I 
shall briefly mention the case in Malaysia where much debate has been made 
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concerning the use of the word ‘Allah’ by Christians in the Malay translations of the 
Bible. Such is an example of the ethos of rights (Ager, 2001, p. 37), where the term 
used to refer to God by Malay-Muslims is regarded to be the collective right of the 
Malay-Muslims. In October 14, 2013, a Malaysian high court banned the use of the 
word ‘Allah’ in the Malay bible and all forms of Christian worship in Malaysia, 
despite justifications made concerning its wide usage among Arab Christians in the 
Middle East for centuries, and that the Malay-speaking Christians in Malaysia have 
been using the term in their Malay bibles even before Malaysia became a federal state 
in 196331. This case represents how Islam has come to be identified with Malayness, 
which in turn makes the Arabic word “Allah” to be interpreted as belonging to the 
Malays. 
 
6.2 Interethnic relations as the state’s commitment to pluralism  
In positioning itself as a secular state where religion is kept separate from 
politics, Singapore adopts what may be seen to be a neutral stance towards the 
management of religion in a multicultural society. Within a community that is 
generally bilingual, and in constant contact with other Singaporeans of other faiths, a 
difaithic (Omoniyi, 2006b) situation arises where such ‘civil religion’, or secularism 
and cosmopolitanism, exists alongside the sacred faiths. In such a plural setting, 
Malay is used in discourses about Islam (including Islamic education), Arabic is 
strictly reserved for religious rituals like greetings, daily prayers, pilgrimage, and 
Qur’an recitations, whereas English is widely used in domains that relate to the 
secular, and more liberal, cosmopolitan lifestyle seen to be acceptable by individuals 
of other faiths in Singapore. Unlike syncretism or hybridity, younger generation !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 ‘Malaysia court rules non-Muslims cannot use ‘Allah’. In BBC News, October 14, 2013.  Retrieved 
from http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-24516181  
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Muslims in Singapore who are more educated than the earlier generation Muslims in 
Singapore generally still follows the more traditional interpretation of the Islamic 
jurisprudence, although in the public domains, everyone is expected by the state to 
abide by its secularist stance and ‘respect the sensitivities’ of a multicultural/ pluralist 
society.  
As it consciously demarcates a space for the sacred, the state’s construction of 
pluralism in the public space has evolved into a kind of civil religion of tolerance 
labeled as ‘racial harmony’. Because religion hardly gets much ‘airtime’ in public 
spaces, it gets glossed over as ‘racial’, which has the effect of making it less 
contentious, to the extent that religious-cultural practices (including language) get 
essentialized in terms of ethnicity. Pluralism also justifies the state’s emphasis on 
‘Asian values’, which in Singapore are primarily Confuci values that underpin the 
nation-building and pragmatic economic pursuits for Singapore’s survivability  
(Chong, 2002, p. 398), and as a result, religious affiliation is seen as unimportant to 
nation-building. The management of the religious affairs of the people, together with 
the establishment and maintenance of religious institutions are left to the various 
religious groups as long as they do not contradict public order, public health or 
morality as indicated in Article 15 of Singapore’s Constitution32. 
 As part of its commitment to diversity and multiculturalism, however, the state 
conscientiously promotes tolerance of cultural and religious diversity through efforts !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!$#!Article 15 of the Constitution of the Republic of Singapore states that: 
(1) Every person has the right to profess and practise his religion and to propagate it. 
(2) No person shall be compelled to pay any tax the proceeds of which are specially allocated 
in whole or in part for the purposes of a religion other than his own. 
(3) Every religious group has the right — 
(a) to manage its own religious affairs; 
(b) to establish and maintain institutions for religious or charitable purposes; and 
(c) to acquire and own property and hold and administer it in accordance with law. 
(4) This Article does not authorise any act contrary to any general law relating to public order, 
public health or morality. 
Retrieved from http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/ 
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like the annual Racial Harmony Day on July 21st  in national schools as part of the 
National Education (NE) programme, where students are introduced to the cultural 
practices of the major ethnic groups in Singapore with superficial and brief mention 
of the religious festivities of each group, i.e., Chinese, Eurasian, Malay and Indian. At 
the national level, the state issues the Declaration of Religious Harmony in 2003 cited 
below to be recited on Racial Harmony Day every year: 
Declaration of Religious Harmony 
We, the people of Singapore, declare that religious harmony is vital for 
peace, progress and prosperity in our multi-racial and multi-religious 
Nation. 
We resolve to strengthen religious harmony through mutual tolerance, 
confidence, respect, and understanding. 
We shall always 
Recognise the secular nature of our state,  
Promote cohesion within our society, 
Respect each other’s freedom of religion, 
Grow our common space while respecting our diversity, 
Foster inter-religious communications, 
and thereby ensure that religion will not be abused to create conflict and 
disharmony in Singapore.  
(Inter-Religious Organization, n.d.33) 
 
The above declaration implies a difaithic situation in the private-public and 
sacred-secular space demarcation where the relationship between the different 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33 Retrieved from http://iro.sg 
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religious affiliations and their associated languages (and ethnicity) is downplayed, and 
the mutual tolerance of a pluralist society is reflected in the use of the ‘ethnically 
neutral’ English language in the declaration. The act of reciting the declaration itself 
is rather sanctimonious as everyone is expected to raise their right hand as they would 
do while taking an oath. What is significant is that the declaration cited above is 
accompanied by a copyrighted cartoon image34 of representatives of the major 
religions in multicultural Singapore sitting down to a meal, side by side in harmony. 
The depiction of the Muslim male representative clearly represents Malay ethnicity 
because of the songkok or headgear worn by the character, even though Islam is not a 
religion that is closely affiliated with a particular ethnicity. Although phenotype is not 
alluded to much here, the naturalized association of Islam with Malays, through the 
character’s traditional Malay costume, is hardly questioned, and hence rendered 
unproblematic. The Malay male cartoon character is posited as representative of Islam 
in the picture, just as presumably the characters of the Chinese men are representative 
of Taoism and Buddhism, and an Indian man is representative of Hinduism.  
The declaration of religious harmony works to constantly remind Singaporeans 
about the racial riots that took place in the 1960s said to have threatened to shred the 
delicate social fabric of Singapore. The Inter-Religious Harmony Circle (IRHC), 
made up of representatives from the different religious groups as recognized by the 
state, becomes part of the Inter-Religious Organization (IRO) whose responsibility is 
to display and foster such harmony in a kind of civil religion where cosmopolitanism 
and pluralism are sanctified, and seen to come under threat from any kind of religious 
fervour. 
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The idea of sitting down to a meal together to a meal is central to the mutual 
tolerance and respect as espoused in the declaration cited above. This resonates with 
the late Lee Kuan Yew’s comment about Singaporean Muslims needing to integrate 
more with the rest of the Singaporeans by ‘eating together’ in the book, Lee Kuan 
Yew: Hard Truths to Keep Singapore Going (Han, et al., 2011). Lee, Singapore’s First 
Prime Minister, and later, Senior Minister and Minister Mentor before stepping down 
from Cabinet in 2011, maintains that the ‘exclusivity’ of Muslims in Singapore due to 
their strict dietary requirements prevents their integration with other Singaporeans and 
affects social cohesion among Singaporeans. His suggestion for Malay Muslims to 
“[be] less strict on Islamic observances and say, ‘Okay, I’ll eat with you.’” (ibid: 229) 
generates much apprehension among the Muslim community that comprises the 
minority ethnic group.  On the contrary, the Malays have been shown to be the most 
integrative ethnic group, and are comfortable interacting with members of other 
ethnic communities, more so than the majority Chinese (Ooi, 2005). Nonetheless, 
Rahim (2012) notes, “despite the empirical evidence of relatively strong Malay social 
integration, Malays have been paradoxically subjected to greater pressure to integrate 
compared to the less racially integrated but numerically dominant Chinese 
community” (p. 182).  Unable to lash back, the Malay Muslims display tensions and 
anxieties as they go about their everyday discursive practices that will be discussed in 
the next section. 
Apart from the increasingly strict observance of dietary restrictions among 
Muslims as noted by Lee (Han, et al. 2011), the issue of headscarves gaining 
popularity in Singapore is also another point of contention. Dubbed the ‘tudung 
issue,’ in 2002, a few Muslims campaigned for the donning of the tudung, the Malay 
word for headscarves, in national schools. However, the government in its insistence 
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on secularism, clearly rejected that, maintaining instead that this sensitive issue could 
bring about social disunity (Rahim, 2012, p. 179; Mutalib, 2011, p. 1170; 
Kamaludeen, Pereira & Turner, 2010, p. 82). Integral to the notion of Malayness, 
many Malays see their expression of religiosity as submission to Allah. So, for 
instance, the common Malay term tutup aurat, which constitutes the observance of 
the hijab translated as the donning headscarves and dresses that do not reveal certain 
body parts, becomes part of the unquestioned shared linguistic practice which is 
central to the Malay community’s cultural preservation. This shared idea of a Malay 
nationhood and consciousness resonates with the larger, supranational concept of the 
Islamic ummah (brotherhood). The Malay language maintenance in the religious 
domain is thus central to the Malay community as it becomes a means to maintain the 
integrity of this minority ethnic group which cannot be achieved through the pluralist 
ideals upheld by the state (Chong, 2002, p. 396). The tensions and anxieties that arise 
from such a disconnect between the state and the community feed into the 
community’s language maintenance and cultural preservation efforts while it strives 
to embrace modernity and cosmopolitanism through the English language as 
promoted by the state. 
These anxieties come about as Islam is seen as a religion that requires a strict 
observance of the permissible (halaal) and prohibited (haraam), especially with 
regards to diet and socializing with the opposite sex. The headscarves, for instance, 
continues to be disallowed in national schools and some professions requiring 
uniforms in the civil service. For example, nurses, police and army officers, as well as 
paramedics are not allowed to wear the hijab because the government continues to 
maintain it as ‘problematic’ in Singapore’s secular society. In situations like these 
where the secularist justification is used to prohibit certain religious practices in the 
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public space, the subjectivities and anxieties of many (Malay-) Muslims become more 
salient as they attempt to negotiate their conflicting positionings as ethoreligious 
subjects with obligations to observe, and as citizens of a secular state where such 
religious positionings are discouraged.  
 
6.3 Negotiating ethnoreligious and cosmopolitan identities 
As we have seen so far, the largely unquestioned categorization of 
ethnolinguistic identity in Singapore goes hand-in-hand with the bilingual policy. 
Singaporean Malays see themselves as part of the larger Malay consciousness who 
share the same cultural roots (Anderson, 2006) that especially includes language, and 
religious belief, i.e., Islam. However, the larger Malay consciousness that positions 
Malays as ethnolinguistic-religious subjects, which to some extent is subscribed by 
the state in its management of multiculturalism through the CMIO model, accentuates 
the difference between the Malays and the rest of the other communities further. 
Examples 1 and 2 below pertain to the widespread notion of Muslims in 
Singapore as being predominantly ‘Malay’ in identity, which then entails them using 
the Malay language as part of their Malay-Muslim identity performance. The 
prevailing belief of Malayness as constituting Islam is apparent in the social 
expectations of the participants who recognize me, their interlocutor, as one who 
shares the Malay consciousness with them. One manifestation of these expectations is 
in their language choice of most participants as they interact with interlocutors who 
they identify as Malay-Muslims. This social positioning of interviewer-interlocutor 
through employing such stance resource serves as a means to adequate themselves 
with the shared ethnoreligious kinship. Despite the fact that the questions were posed 
to the interviewers in English, and that the briefing, as well as the participant 
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information sheet given to the participants in the dance group before the fieldwork 
began were also in English, many of the participants ended up using Malay when they 
talked about Malayness. In fact, I explicitly mentioned that they were free to use 
either English or Malay, or both, in their responses prior to the interviews. 
Throughout my observation, the dance participants used English predominantly when 
interacting with one another, even when discussing about their trips and 
performances. Hence the switch to Malay in the interviews when talking about 
Malayness with an English-competent researcher was particularly marked. 
In example 1 below, Mazna from the micro-business programme recounts the 
reactions she received when she used English with an officer from the self-help 
organization that organized the training programme she was attending. Unlike most of 
the participants interviewed, Mazna used mostly English, even in this part of the 
interview, likely due to her contestation of the Malay stereotype and adequation 
strategies with me, the interviewer. In this segment, she questions the religious-
language link that has come about because of the prevailing ethnoreligious conflation. 
Example 1 
23 Mazna: I- I- I go to the (XXX) Association [of Muslim professionals 
24 Yurni:                                                          [mm= 
25 Mazna: =and get told why are you speaking English? 
26  why are you speaking English?=  
27  =can’t you speak Malay 
28  I was like (.) but (.) it’s Muslim association  
29  Muslim in general from Africa from US (.) 
30 Yurni: mhmm mhmm 
31 Mazna:  it’s a religion 
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32 Yurni: mhmm 
33 Mazna: if you (.) say that Muslim Professionals is associate Malay 
professional  
34  fine I speak Malay 
35 Yurni: @@[@@ 
36 Mazna:         [and they so really got (.) like (.)  
37  ok what is she's talking about  
38  I say (.) don't mix the religion and the race 
 
In recounting an incident that she encountered earlier at the Muslim 
organization’s office, Mazna’s voicing of the officer’s question if she could speak 
Malay is construed as the officer positioning her as ‘lacking’ a Malay identity, which 
is constitutive of her Muslim identity, and this serves as a cue to her upcoming stance 
towards the community’s expectations. The rising tone at the end of lines 25 and 26 
that she uses as she puts on the officer’s voice preempts her upcoming distancing act 
to that positioning of a shared ethnolinguistic consciousness. In lines 28 and 29, she 
appeals to the larger notion of the Muslim ummah (brotherhood) that extends beyond 
the Malay ethnicity. The insertion of the quotative particle “like” as a more globally 
circulated variable of English35 in mid-utterance in line 28 not only aligns her with the 
more globalist orientation of the use of English, but also cues her stance that one 
cannot just assume Muslims are necessarily Malay. The uneasiness she has with this 
common construance of Malayness in Singapore is sensed through the pause, 
followed by the conjunctive “but” to indicate an upcoming rebuttal before another 
pause in line 28. Alluding to the supranational notion of the ummah, Mazna then !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
35 “Like” as a quotative marker is the approximate semantic equivalence to the word “say” in its 
function. In an interaction, it serves to signal speech that is quoted (see Fuller 2003), and following a 
global trend, its use is now rather universal among many English language speakers in the world.  
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states that the name of the organization does not specify “Malay”, and hence, that 
justifies her choice of English, which if put in context of the examples discussed in 
Chapter 5, is in alignment with the aims of the programme, given that English 
competence is unanimously accepted as the language tied to social mobility.  
Mazna further elaborates on her stand, an act of distinction from the officer’s 
ethnocentric construance of her, from line 29 onwards. By highlighting that the 
organization is meant for Muslims regardless of ethnicity, Mazna points out the 
usually unquestioned conflation of Islam and Malay ethnicity. She clarifies that she is 
not denying her ethnolinguistic affiliation in lines 33 and 34 by indicating that she 
will gladly comply by speaking in Malay if the organization is clearly meant for 
Malays. While this draws laughter from me in line 35 because I construe it as her 
attempt at injecting humour into her interrogation of the widespread ethnoreligious-
linguistic conflation, Mazna does not seem to think so when she continues in an 
overlapping turn in line 36. Again her use of the quotative “like” in this line serves to 
cue her globalist orientation, as well as to project the organization’s voice which 
indicates the officers’ inability to comprehend her point in line 37, indicating the 
prevalence of such an ethnoreligious-linguistic construance. She then clarifies her 
point about not confusing ‘religion’ and ‘race’ in line 38 after the pause, which serves 
to deliver her point with force. 
The issue at hand here concerns the use of language as an integral part of the 
Malay-Muslim identity performance. While Mazna feels that using English is 
appropriate for situations in which she seeks to learn skills for social mobility, which 
is in alignment with the prevailing rhetoric in Singapore concerning the use of 
English, the officer at the self-help organization representing the general Muslim 
community in Singapore which largely comprises the Malays, did not see it as 
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immediately relevant within the social context where she was interacting with other 
Malay-Muslims, going by the unspoken but widely understood community’s 
expectations when interacting with another Malay who is not a close friend or social 
equal. Mazna’s attempt to use English with an officer who shares the same ethnicity 
label, but of an authoritative position in relation to her was thus not deemed 
appropriate within the context of an organization for local Muslims who are 
predominantly Malays, and are seeking social mobility given their socioeconomic 
status. That interactional event was probably construed by the Malay officer from the 
self-help organization as an act of distinction by Mazna, and it also suggested the 
coordinator’s expectation that someone who enroled in the micro-business training 
programme would not be competent in English. 
While it is certainly not the organization’s practice to insist on using Malay in 
interactions, the officer who asked Mazna if she could speak Malay at all positioned 
her as a Malay speaker by virtue of her Malay name and religious belief. Mazna, 
thinking that it was a training programme for socioeconomic advancement, used 
English in that encounter, in line with the state’s distribution of linguistic spaces in 
Singapore based on its bilingual policy, which possibly explains her utterance in line 
28 as a way of justifying her language choice. She does not explicitly deny that 
ethnoreligious-linguistic positioning because it constitutes her Islamic faith as well, 
but here, she appeals to the linguistic ideology of ‘neutrality’ of English, which is not 
tied to any particular ethnicity as the language for social mobility for all ethnic 
communities in justifying her choice of language, despite recognizing that she and the 
officer(s) are of the same ethnicity and share the same religious belief. Also, she 
concludes that since the name of the organization does not have the term ‘Malay’ in it 
(line 31), it is justified for her to have used English in that encounter because she is 
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appealing to the pan-Islamic identity that transcends ethnicity, or even nationality 
(lines 29 and 31). The communication ‘breakdown’ initially encountered by Mazna in 
that said interaction can thus be attributed to her being socioculturally situated in the 
local, Malay-Muslim setting, and expected to perform her Muslim identity ‘locally’ 
using Malay. Mazna, perhaps not expecting that kind of social positioning in a 
training programme that aims to improve the socioeconomic standing of its 
participants, inappropriately used English, the language that has always been 
associated social mobility, but not for performing ethnoreligious identity locally.  
Generally, within the community, Malay is the default language in performing 
the Muslim identity because of the close association it has with Islamic education as 
discussed earlier in this chapter. For Mazna, given her past work experience in the 
hospitality industry, and the emphasis on English that she grew up with, to be Malay- 
dominant is seen to be in conflict with the socioeconomic aspirations she is supposed 
to have as neoliberal subject of the state. Given the context within which Mazna is 
positioned as the neoliberal subject, i.e., a programme run by a (Malay-)Muslim 
organization, Mazna finds that English allows her to project a cosmopolitan identity 
without compromising the pan-Islamic identity that transcends all boundaries of 
nationalities or ethnicities, especially when not all Muslims in the world use Arabic 
beyond worship purposes. Taking this positioning of Muslimness as opposed to the 
more local social positioning that constitute Malayness, Mazna defends her choice of 
language by justifying it with the fact that one should not equate race to religion. 
Mazna certainly never denies such ethnolinguistic positioning by the state. In 
another part of the interview not included here, she admitted to using Malay at home 
with her mother because that is supposed to be a part of ‘who she was’, an ‘inherited’ 
attribute, so to speak. Being asked to speak in Malay in that first encounter with the 
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officer-in-charge of the programme reflects the widespread internalization that being 
a Malay-Muslim in Singapore entails speaking in Malay with her interlocutor who 
shares the ethnoreligious positioning. Mazna’s metadiscourse concerning her 
language choice problematizes that largely unquestioned positioning in what she 
perceives to be a non-religious context.  This understanding frames the prevailing 
articulations about Malayness, as well as the identity performance of Malay-Muslims 
as separate from the ‘ethnically-neutral’ acts of attending self-improvement training 
programmes for social advancement. The ethnoreligious-linguistic conflation 
especially within this particular organizational setting, however, centralizes the Malay 
Muslim identity over other identities within a Malay person when interacting with 
another Malay. In fact, the coordinator of the training programme once mentioned to 
me that she found it odd for Mazna to privilege English over Malay in her interactions 
with other participants and herself. When I asked her if Mazna could have come from 
mixed ethnic background, she said that Mazna’s personal particulars indicated that 
she was ‘pure’ Malay, and that even her name and its spelling was tellingly Malay. 
This suggests that Mazna, who belongs to the younger generation of English-knowing 
bilingual Malays, seeks to achieve some kind of complementarity between the two 
social positionings, i.e., as a neoliberal and cosmopolitan subject of the state, and as a 
religious subject of the larger Islamic ummah or fraternity, through her privileging of 
English. In doing so, she downplays the local ethnoreligious positioning that is 
somewhat construed in a less favourable light because of the associated peripherality 
in terms of class status. 
More examples that appeal to the neutrality of English and the religion-specific 
ethnolinguistic identity performance can also seen in the next three examples 
featuring Seri and Yusman from the Malay cultural group. Prior to the segment in 
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example 2, Seri, who was bilingual in both Malay and English, considered herself 
‘traditional’, in view of the role she played in promoting Malay culture locally, 
nationally and internationally, i.e., her Malay-Muslim identity is central in her day-to-
day actions as a cultural activist and educator. Being ‘traditional’, she presented 
herself as one who exemplified Malayness. In the next three examples, also taken 
from interviews, the switch to Malay is clearly observed when talking about family 
and Islamic values. The primacy of Islam in the daily lives of Malay Muslims is 
reflected in the switch to Malay, indicating the Malay has been the default language in 
the dissemination of Islamic knowledge in the community. The language choices 
serve as stances with different social implications on the speaker’s identity 
performance (Chew, 2013b, p. 390). Because Malay language maintenance plays a 
central role in Malay Muslims’ cultural preservation and assertion of ethnoreligious 
identity, Malay language maintenance efforts are visible in their use of Malay 
linguistic resources in discourses that pertain to the ethnoreligious aspects of social 
interaction, which has become part of the Malay habitus. Language choice serves as a 
contextualizing cue in signaling a shift in domains in which the associated language is 
used extensively. What is significant in the next two examples is that despite the fact 
that the question “what makes one a Malay?” was posed to the participants in English.  
In example 2 below, after a brief preamble done mostly in English as to how she 
comes to be involved in promoting the Malay dance in the local performing arts 
scene, Seri switches to Malay, and uses it rather extensively when she talks about 
what it means to be ‘Malay’.  
Example 2 
66 Seri: sesungguhnya what  makes us Malay is just dua perkara lah  
verily                                                              two things   DP 
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(Indeed, what makes us Malays are just two things) 
67  yang kita selalu katakan ah (.)  
that   we  always say       DP: obviousness 
(that is often mentioned.) 
68  kalau kita cakap istilah  Melayu 
if       we  say    the term   ‘Malay’ 
(What we mean by ‘Malay’ is that) 
69  orang Melayu mesti       Islam 
 Malays          must       
(Malays must be Muslims.) 
70 Yurni: mhmm 
71 Seri: mestilah ko[nonnya ninety-nine point nine percent ke apa (.) 
must be  supposedly                                                 or something 
(At least ninety-nine percent are Muslims.) 
72 Yurni:                    [mhmm 
73 Seri: tapi yang dulu-[dulu             agaknya  Filipino  ke (.) 
but   the ones before             maybe      Filipinos or 
(bvut in the past, they could be from the Philippines) 
74 Yurni:                          [yeah 
75 Seri: Filipino Melayu tapi bukan Islam      you know 
Filipino Malays but  not      Muslims   
(Filipinos are Malays, but not Muslims.)                  
76  atau pun Thailand or Eurasian 
or            Thais 
(Or the Thais or Eurasians.) 
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77 Yurni: mhmm  
78 Seri: Melayu tapi bukan Islam       
Malays but   not     Muslims 
(They are Malays, but not Muslims.) 
79  so maybe that very small percentage but (.)  
80  jawapan    yang uh langsung      tu  memang     ah          
answer      that        direct                 definitely    DP: emphasis 
(The obvious answer to your question is that) 
81  th-the Malays in Singapore memang  background nya  religion nya  Islam 
                                            definitely                     its                  its       
(the Malays’ religious background is Islam.) 
 
Seri’s spontaneous response that Malays “must be Muslim” in line 69 echoes 
the justifications for the Malay nationhood in the Malay region in Southeast Asia. In 
accomplishing the ‘factuality’ of this declarative in her utterance, Seri switches 
almost entirely into the ‘default’ language, Malay, that resonates with the 
community’s tacit language policy in religious domains. She uses the Malay modal 
“mesti” (must) in line 69 to point to the intrinsic link, i.e., iconization of the Malay 
Muslim identity. This discursive strategy of cueing her stance on Malayness 
underscores the prevalent essentializing of the Malay ethnicity as encompassing 
Islam. To lend weight to her declaration of Malayness, she uses the discourse particles 
lah (line 66) and ah (line 67) to assert the obviousness of the matter in her utterance, 
given that she recognizes me as a fellow Malay Muslim, and as a result, she expects 
me to share the same idea about Malayness. She acknowledges that there is an 
exception by qualifying her earlier stance through her use of the modal “agaknya” 
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(maybe) in line 73, and later, “maybe” in line 79 to dilute her absolute certainty 
earlier in line 69. In line 78, she acknowledges the exception to the ‘fact’ that iconizes 
Islam and Malayness in Southeast Asia, that Malays could also include indigeneous 
people of Southeast Asia who are non-Muslims; however, her use of conjunction 
“tapi” (but) cues her shift in stance as she continues working towards authenticating 
Malayness with Islam. Line 79 is also said in English without any hesitations as she 
expresses what she believes could be an exception to her earlier claim which still does 
not affect her authentication of Malayness. However in lines 80-81, she realigns 
herself with the prevailing ideology that Malays are (almost) always Malay-speaking 
Muslims, and switches back to Malay using the discourse particle “ah” to indicate 
both emphasis and also obviousness in line 80, which is very much aligned with the 
dominant ideologies of Malayness, reinforced by a strong adverb “memang” 
(definitely) to reiterate the irrefutability of her statement.  
Underscoring the dominant perception of Malays as a homogenized group and 
the pervasive ideology concerning the ethnoreligious identity of Singaporean Malays, 
such indexicalization that is achieved through language choice also contributes to the 
iconization of Malayness and Islam in Singapore, especially given the geopolitical 
framing of this indexicalization, i.e., the presence of the Malay-Muslim countries 
(Malaysia, Indonesia and Brunei) within close proximity of Singapore. The governing 
ideology in this region concerning Malays is that they are Muslims, which is also 
central to the definition of ‘Malay’ as clearly stated in the Malaysian constitution that 
Singapore diplomatically acknowledges. Non-Muslims in Southeast Asia are hardly 
referred to as ‘Malays’, as a result. Instead, they tend to be labeled as belonging to a 
sub-ethnic group or tribe, such as Orang Batak in Sumatra, the Kadazans in Borneo 
and so on, as opposed to ‘Malays’ in Malaysia and Singapore who usually include 
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those with Orang Laut, Bugis, Boyanese or Javanese ancestry but are Muslims. The 
idea that Malays equal Muslims pervades this region to the point that the traditional 
anthropological conception of Malays is not important, and this is manifest in her 
choice of language – Malay – when she talks about what it means to be Malay. 
This ideology is further mobilized in Seri’s own negotiation of identity, 
especially in light of her position as a cultural icon for the Malay community who are 
also mostly Malay-speaking Muslims. While dance, especially when it involves close 
contact with opposite sexes among the performers and audience, can be considered 
un-Islamic36, and hence a somewhat dodgy site for performing Muslimness, Seri 
conscientiously projected herself foremost as a Muslim as suggested by her use of 
Malay in the interview segment above to talk about the centrality of Islam to Malay 
identity construction. 
The following examples 3 and 4 discuss Yusman’s negotiation between 
seemingly conflicting identities – that of a cosmopolitan, educated Malay who is 
competent in English, and a Malay-Muslim who is expected to be culturally rooted. 
As a Malay-Muslim, he is aware of what is permissible and not permissible in Islam, 
which forms the basis for the Malay code of conduct. This pertains to the widely 
circulated (ethno)religious knowledge and dispositions that he has been habituated in 
at home and in the religious institutions that concern piety. However, as a young 
bilingual Singaporean, he is also open to certain social activities such as clubbing that 
are seen to be the ‘norm’ in domains where ethnicity and religion are not 
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36 Islam prohibits the free socializing between men and women who are not next-of-kin. This also 
includes women performing for male audience as it concerns the issue of aurat (prohibited parts of the 
body that must be clothed according to Islamic jurisprudence), or modesty in the costumes worn and 
dance movements performed. However, in Southeast Asia, the traditional dances of the people of 
Nusantara are part of their cultural heritage passed down from earlier generations. Over the years, these 
traditional dances have evolved such that Islamic standards of non-physical contact between unrelated 
men and women, despite sharing the same stage, and modesty in dress code are abided by. Also, values 
of propriety are emphasized in these traditional dances. 
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foregrounded. Yet due to the high possibility of intermingling between the sexes as 
well as the availability of alcohol in clubs and pubs, he needs to draw line between 
being a ‘good Malay-Muslim’ and being accepted by his non-Malay peers. The 
tensions concerning these two acts of identities reflected in the stance shifts 
negotiated through the language choices and voicings used by Yusman to talk about 
them. Example 3 below, which features a segment from an informal interview with 
Yusman, resonates with Seri’s stance concerning Malay nationhood and Islam in 
Example 2. 
Example 3 
1 Yurni: how do you perceive yourself eh as a Malay (.)  
2 Yusman: as a Malay eh? 
3 Yurni: mhmm  
4 Yusman: ok (.) uhm:: benda-benda yang saya tahu    
                    things            that   I       know 
(Ok, the things that I know) 
5  Melayu tak     buat   
Malays don’t  do       
(Malays don’t do) 
6  saya tak akan buat macam (.) the very big (.) big things lah (.) 
macam  
I       not will do      like                                                               like  
(I will not commit, like the big sinful acts.) 
7  Melayu mana   minum.  
Malays where  drink   
(Malays shouldn’t drink) 
! "%(!
8  Melayu mana ada buat tattoo and all that.  
Malays where got do     
(Malays shouldn’t have tattoos) 
9  I don't lah  
           DP 
10  macam that is literally not Melayu what 
like                                     Malay    
(It’s unbecoming of Malays to do these things.) 
11  so why should I do 
 
Yusman’s turns in this example are mostly said in Malay as he lists the 
prohibitions in Islam concerning alcohol consumption and tattoos – the code of 
conduct a Malay-Muslim is expected to adhere to. Despite the question being posed in 
English in line 1, Yusman chooses to respond in Malay from lines 4 to 8, after 
seeking confirmation concerning the term ‘Malay’ line 2. Again, the switch to Malay 
serves as an appropriate stance resource that defers to the implicit language policy of 
the Malay-Muslim community, which aligns one with religious traditions. The brief 
pause in line 4 allows him to align himself with his expected response as a Malay-
Muslim, that is, he does not do these things that are not characteristic of Malays 
because they are un-Islamic. He thus positions being Malay as adhering to Islamic 
values in lines 6-8, without even mentioning the terms “Islam” or “Muslim” 
throughout this interview segment as he recognizes me as sharing the Malay 
nationhood with him, and reasserts in line 10 that these practices (alcohol 
consumption and tattooing) are inappropriate for Malays, i.e., un-Islamic, by using the 
word “literally” as it is commonly used in the local English variety to convey the 
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absoluteness of his claim. Yusman consistently equates being Malay to being a 
Muslim and he talks about what he means to be ‘Malay’ in the same way he would 
have talked about being ‘Muslim’. All the while as he does this, he seems to be 
putting on the voices of the community’s elders and clerics that repeatedly prohibit 
the aforementioned acts through his language choice, Malay, suggesting that he has 
grown to internalize this discourse as a Singaporean Malay. In fact, in a study by 
Cavallaro and Serwe (2010), they note that the Malay participants they interviewed 
interacted with Malay clerics mostly in the Malay language (p. 159), and that Malay 
is still the choice language across all income, educational qualification and age groups 
when making personal supplications, that is, whenever Arabic is not deemed 
necessary (Cavallaro & Serwe, 2010, p. 160). 
In example 4 below, which is a continuation of Yusman’s response to my 
question, the stance shift indicates an intricate negotiation of the usually unquestioned 
‘definition’ of Malayness that he has outlined in example 3.  
Example 4  
12 Yusman: tapi maca:m like uhm: go to pu:bs clubs  
but  like                                                             
(But going to pubs and clubs) 
13  and do what the barat      people do 
                          western 
(and doing what westerners do) 
14 Yurni: mhmm [mhmm  
15 Yusman:              [uh: ok that is not to say  
16  have to lah  
             DP 
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(it’s not a must) 
17  but it's like the normal things nowadays (.) 
18  we still do it (.) 
19  uh: I mean I still do it 
20  but I know where is the::  
21  I think I know  
22  where is the right  
23  where is the wrong ah 
                                DP 
24 Yurni mhmm mhmm mhmm 
25 Yusman: so uh:: the- my always last final thing that I always think of 
(So my ultimate yardstick is) 
26  when I do anything is (.)  
27  mak  bapak aku malu             tak  
mum dad     my embarrassed not  
(would my parents be disgraced by my actions) 
28  kalau aku buat gini 
if       I     do    this 
(If I were to do this.) 
29  so that’s what I always think of lah (.) 
                                                   DP 
30 Yurni: mhmm mhmm mhmm 
31 Yusman: ((    )) I think that is the best Malay pengajaran            @@@ 
                                                         teaching of values 
(I think that is the best Malay upbringing.) 
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In the above example 4, his ambivalence concerning the expected code of 
conduct of Malays becomes apparent when he re-evaluates the things he does as seen 
in line 12. After signaling the stance shift with the word “tapi” (but), he inserts the 
Malay discourse marker “macam” (like) and lengthens the vowel in the second 
syllable of the word as a means to hedge what he will be saying next. Immediately 
after that, he continues with the English word “like” followed by “uhm” to not only 
indicate the shift in his stance, but also to anticipate a possible disagreement from a 
fellow Malay(-Muslim) with regards to what he has to say next, which is his 
inclination towards the ‘western’ practices (lines 13). In the above example 4, his 
ambivalence concerning the expected code of conduct of Malays becomes apparent 
when he re-evaluates the things he does as seen in line 12. After signaling the stance 
shift with the word “tapi” (but), he inserts the Malay discourse marker “macam” 
(like) and lengthens the vowel in the second syllable of the word as a means to hedge 
what he will be saying next. Immediately after that, he continues with the English 
word “like” followed by “uhm” to not only indicate the shift in his stance, but also to 
anticipate a possible disagreement from a fellow Malay (Muslim) with regards to 
what he has to say next. However, his inclination towards the ‘western’ practices 
(lines 13-18) is expressed rather tentatively as he attempts to justify his actions that 
could potentially invite disapproval from other devout Malay-Muslims. His 
negotiation of alignments with the more local ethnoreligious and globalized identities 
is seen in the lengthened “uh” in line 15 and the discourse particle “lah” that also 
functions to hedge his upcoming alignment with the questionable ‘western practices’, 
as opposed to the oft-quoted definition of Malayness that he rattles off in Example 3 
from lines 4 to 8.  
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As he shifts his stance towards an alignment with a more globalized identity, 
he also switches to English as a means to disalign such practices from the notion of 
Malayness. He slips into the pronoun “we” in line 18 as he talks about Malay youths 
like him. On realization that it could be misconstrued, and bring about tensions and 
contradictions to the general acceptance of Malayness that both him and I, the 
interviewer, are supposed to share, he immediately does a repair in line 19, and 
replaces it with the singular first person pronoun  “I” to diffuse the tension. In doing 
so, he attempts to justify that going to pubs and clubs as a ‘natural’ part of his 
youthful self which is somewhat detached and disaligned from his previous notion of 
Malayness, especially when being in pubs and clubs also means being in the presence 
of alcohol despite him not consuming it, and in contact with members of the opposite 
sex. His use of English, especially in lines 15-23 is a stance resource to align himself 
with the other ‘secular’ domains of cosmopolitan Singapore where the Malay 
ethnoreligious identity is downplayed.   
This attempt to renegotiate the positioning accorded by the notion of Malay 
nationhood in his voice also projects a cautious image of one who knows the limits 
and will not transgress the religious boundaries as seen in lines 20-23. The switching 
back to Malay in lines 27-28 to talk about the ‘moral yardstick’ signals a negotiation 
for these conflicting actions, and serves as an assertion to indicate that he knows his 
limits (lines 20-23) and the extent to which these ‘western’ acts could be carried out 
without denying his ethnoreligious affiliation altogether. It is a way of aligning with 
his Malay-Muslim identity and its widely understood governing principles. Yusman’s 
use of Malay in lines 27-28 in his reference to (Malay-Muslim) parents being 
disgraced by their children’s ‘westernized’ behaviour seems to reinforce the notion of 
Malay nationhood that privileges a morally upright demeanour. In this act of 
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renegotiation, he adopts the voice of Malay parents inculcating the expected socio-
religious norms in their children by speaking in Malay, resignifying the close 
connection between the Malay language in Islamic education in Singapore and in this 
region, which also constitutes the Malay community’s association of Malay with 
Islamic discourse. Yusman’s reported ability to discern between the ‘right’ and 
‘wrong’ actions or behaviours as perceived by the Malay Muslim community while 
still aligning himself with the cosmopolitan way of life foregrounds the tension of the 
kind of functional polarization of languages by the state in terms of how social acts 
are demarcated through the different social positionings. As he attempts to reconcile 
these contradictions, he specifically indicates what the ‘Malay pengajaran’ (imparting 
of values) is, which is closely tied to one’s adherence to Islamic principles and values, 
and how it is important for one to be mindful of this when it comes to one’s daily 
conduct which could affect the reputation and honour of one’s family.  
In the examples by Seri and Yusman discussed thus far, although Malay 
language is never explicitly mentioned as an important aspect of Malay ethnicity, it 
becomes a stance resource for talking about the Malay-Muslim identity. The 
examples from three participants so far foreground the perceived homogeneity of 
Malay-Muslim community in Singapore concerning their idea of Malayness that 
primarily constituted their language behaviour as a consequent of the implicit 
language policy of the Malay community. Even when Mazna chose to speak in 
English, she implicitly acknowledged the longstanding association between Malay 
language and Islam in the local context, and somewhat realized in hindsight, from the 
pauses and fillers, the unspoken community language norms which she had ‘violated’. 
Nonetheless, these participants aligned themselves with the Malay nationhood either 
through allusions to, or compliance with the prevailing language norms, even though I 
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made no explicit mention of Islam in my questions to them concerning what 
constitutes Malayness in the interviews. Yusman’s significant switches between 
Malay and English signalled not only an alignment with the dominant ideology of 
Malay nationhood, but also a kind of negotiation between his Malay Muslim identity 
made salient in his interaction with me, a Malay Muslim, and his cosmopolitan youth 
identity that was seemingly non-complementary to his ethnoreligious identity.   
Yusman’s use of the Malay language to refer to specific prohibitions in Islam 
rather than English throughout the segment of the interview in example 4 points to the 
dominance of Malay as the main language in which these Malay-Islamic values are 
imparted to him at home and in religious classes. In line 17, he switches to English to 
talk about the “normal things nowadays” that refer to the activities he does with 
friends of other ethnicity and faiths, like clubbing, which are associated with a more 
cosmopolitan or global disposition. Yusman’s codeswitching serves to manage the 
tension between having to align himself with the generally traditional Malay Muslim 
community, and embracing what is perceived to be modernity. The codeswitching 
that takes place here clearly demarcates the religious-cultural from the secular, 
cosmopolitan (referred to by Yusman as “barat” or westernized) civil spaces, not 
different from the way English is positioned by the state. This demarcation parallels 
the state’s justification of the bilingual policy where the learning of the mother tongue 
serves to counter the ‘erosion’ of Asian values brought about by the emphasis on 
English for participation in the global economy, and how English also functions as a 
marker of a more cosmopolitan mindset because it is ‘ethnically neutral’. Given that 
acceptable conduct for Malay-Muslims should be based on Islamic principles and 
values, any acts that ‘bring shame to one’s parents’ (“mak bapak aku malu”) are seen 
to reflect poor upbringing and disregard for Malay-Islamic values. The habituation 
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that Yusman has at home, which underpins his articulations about what it means to 
him to be ‘Malay’ in example 4, reflects the kind of ‘Malay upbringing’ many Malays 
have that places emphasis on learning the religion. For Yusman to speak of that 
yardstick in Malay, he is reflexively evaluating the acceptability and appropriateness 
of his actions, and this points to how the Malay language is used to inculcate such 
values at home, reinforcing the durability of the linguistic habitus of the Malays. The 
codeswitching that occurs mid-turn in line 31 in example 4 above points to the means 
of managing the tension in negotiating between tradition and modernity, where the 
Malay language maintenance in the domain of religion serves as a means of cultural 
preservation that is in consonance with the state’s positioning of the official mother 
tongue languages. The codeswitching highlights the tensions surrounding displays of 
piety “defining membership of a community. Where Muslims are not an 
overwhelming majority, there are issues in everyday life as to how social groups 
should interact without compromising their piety” (Kamaludeen, Pereira & Turner, 
2010, p. 24) especially when they are expected to align themselves with the ‘pluralist’ 
stance of the state. Further examples of this can be seen in the interview with Seri in 
the next part of this analysis. 
For both Seri and Yusman, what was significant in their utterances was the back 
and forth switches between English and Malay in their responses to the question on 
what being Malay meant to them, which featured stance shiftings that were central to 
not only their Malay identity performance, but also, a more pluralist, cosmopolitan 
outlook. These switches can be seen as a strategy of maintaining the primacy of the 
Malay language in the religious domains while also acknowledging the ethnically-
neutral ideological framing of the English language that supposedly transcends 
religious-cultural affiliations.  
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The following example 5 depicts the importance of Islam as integral to the 
Malay Muslim upbringing. Here, Seri recounts the typical after-school routine of 
Malay children that she too had as a child. Such a routine emphasizes the importance 
of Islam, especially the daily rituals and Quran recitation, in the daily lives of Malay 
families in general despite the primary focus on secular education in national schools. 
Example 5 
28 Seri: semua           belajar ugama    
(all children attended religious classes) 
29  [balik rumah ngaji   
(learnt to recite the Quran after they got home from school)     
30 Yurni: [mhmm mhmm  
31 Seri:  you know it's very uh very   Melayu punya pendidikan 
(you know, it was typical of  Malay upbringing and education) 
 
The learning of the mother tongue in schools alone is insufficient to instil values 
that are expected to anchor individuals to their culture while supposedly being 
exposed to ‘westernized’ ideas through the learning of the English language. This is 
the rationale given to the extra-curricular activities prioritized by the Malay 
community in general as acknowledged by Seri in example 5 above. Learning about 
Islam (“belajar ugama”) and learning to recite the Quran after school hours (“balik 
rumah ngaji”) mentioned in lines 28 and 29, are religious activities in which the 
Malay language is frequently used as the medium of instruction, although in recent 
years, a number of weekend religious classes for children and youths are conducted in 
English to include Muslims who are non-Malays as well. As part of her linguistic 
habitus, the switch to Malay when referring to these activities signals the primacy of 
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Malay in these activities that impart religious knowledge. The phrase “Melayu punya 
pendidikan” (Malay upbringing and education), although has no specific mention of 
Islam, is understood to encompass Islamic knowledge by someone like me who would 
share the sociocultural knowledge and positioning. Like Yusman in examples 3 and 4, 
the ideological synonymity between being Malay and being Muslim as a result of the 
ethnoreligious conflation is clearly at work here when Seri uses Malay in her 
utterances to talk about the kind of common Malay upbringing common. In doing so, 
she hardly differentiates between being ‘Malay’ and ‘Muslim’.  
For the socioeconomically secure bilingual speakers like Yusman and Seri who 
were also seen to represent Malayness in the work they did, the ease of switching 
between the two languages as they manage their different social positionings, i.e., 
simultaneously as ethnoreligious and neoliberals subjects, allowed them to distance 
themselves from the monolingual Malay stereotype without downplaying their 
Muslimness.  Their role as individuals who sought to keep Malay culture alive and 
relevant, in line with the state’s emphasis on cultural preservation, framed their use of 
Malay in discourses about Islam and Malay values with Islamic justifications. Mazna, 
on the other hand, who might not be as socioeconomically secure as Yusman and Seri 
given her enrolment in the micro-business programme, preferred to use English 
almost entirely to clearly distance herself from the underachieving Malay stereotype 
she was likely to be associated with. To her, the use of English served to project 
herself as someone with a global and cosmopolitan disposition while also allowing 
her to align herself with a more universally accepted Islamic identity, rather than the 




6.4 Maintaining ethnoreligious identity while embracing pluralism 
Given Singapore’s privileging of secularism in its construction of a 
cosmopolitan state, the generally conservative Malay Muslims will have to negotiate 
between religious-cultural traditions and modernity. One aspect of this concerns the 
observance of the Islamic dress code by Muslim women in Singapore, especially in 
light of the heightened religiosity that is seen among Malay-Muslims, as discussed in 
earlier in section 6.2. Despite the government’s stand regarding the hijab in public 
spaces such as in national schools and certain professions as mentioned earlier, many 
Malay-Muslims feel that the hijab is nonetheless an obligation to be observed as it is 
central to the Muslim identity. Although not all Malay-Muslim women observe the 
hijab, they still wish to do so at some point in time when they feel they are ready for 
it, and many are in favour of having the hijab allowed at workplaces and in schools as 
seen in the setting up of Facebook pages on hijab in Singapore such as ‘World Hijab 
Day Singapore’ and ‘Hijab for Singapore’, as well as the ‘Singapore Hijab 
Movement’ that garnered more than 26,000 likes in less than a week accompanied by 
an online petition, but was apparently asked to be taken down at the end 2013. 
‘Singapore Hijab Movement’ was mooting for the lifting of the hijab ban in the public 
sector for jobs that require uniform. Of course the tensions surrounding the use of 
hijab in national schools and public sector jobs requiring uniforms have been around 
for over a decade in Singapore. The term tutup aurat as illustrated in the following 
example 6 has become part of the Malay linguistic habitus in this region whenever 
one talks about Muslim women covering up.  
In the following segment (example 6), Seri mentions about observing the dress 
code as the defining attributes of Malayness. Prior to this, she recounted a chat 
session she organized with other Malay cultural activists from the performing and 
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literary arts in which they discussed the development and future of Malay culture in 
Singapore and the region where cultural preservation and adherence to Islamic values 
would go hand in hand.  
Example 6 
53 Seri: doesn’t matter 
54  whether it’s  baju kurung           ke apa 
                     traditional dress     or what 
(whether it’s the Malay traditional costume or something else) 
55  you know but again (.) 
56  the whole- the whole idea 
57  is the tutup auratnya                                      
(is     to cover up and observe the hijab, i.e., code of modesty) 
58  tu          tetap 
(that is compulsory) 
 
In example 6 above, the term baju kurung, which is a loose-fitting Malay 
traditional dress for women consisting of a tunic and a long skirt, in line 54 is usually 
associated with the larger idea of observing the code of modesty (“tutup aurat”) in 
line 57 among Malays in this region. While many may see the baju kurung as a 
symbol of not just Malayness but also of the Muslim identity in Singapore, it makes 
the sacred-secular binary questionable because the baju kurung is positioned as the 
traditional dress of the Malay community, just like the saree is for the Indians and the 
cheongsam for the Chinese in secularized Singapore’s narrative of racial harmony. 
However, as one participates in daily activities in multicultural settings, where ethnic 
affiliations may need to be downplayed, the anxiety of many Malay Muslims to 
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adhere to their religious-cultural obligation while aligning with the state’s expectation 
for them to assimilate with others becomes more salient. Seri builds towards the 
‘pronouncement’ of the injunction to observe modesty as expected of Malays, 
although she does not specifically mention the wearing of the headscarves, in lines 
57-58. The mention of the observance of modesty as “tetap” (i.e., compulsory and 
unquestionable) in line 58 follows the manner in which such religious injunctions are 
typically communicated to Muslims in religious classes and sermons. Underlying that 
utterance, Seri’s position is that Malay culture is aligned with Islam, and it is 
important that one observes these religious injunctions that are central to Malay 
identity. 
The position taken by Seri in this segment is a way to reconcile the two 
seemingly opposing expectations of Malays as Muslims and as citizens of a secular, 
multicultural state. Seri goes on to qualify that it does not matter if one dresses in 
office attire or uniforms, and not the traditional Malay costume, as long as the 
religious injunction can be observed. This obligation to observe modesty still remains 
a priority for her as with many other Malay Muslims, even as the state privileges 
pluralism that is said to transcend any religious affiliations. In many ways, the 
observance of this obligation is part of Malay culture preservation because of Islam’s 
central position in defining Malayness. This indicates how the Malay language serves 
as a means to reconnect with what is central to the Malays’ ethnoreligious identity 
construance in this part of the world. 
Unlike the issue of hijab which concerns with the issue of visibility of Islamic 
identity, however, the preferences of many Malays when dining with non-Muslim 
friends, may be less of a sticky issue because it is something that can still be tolerated 
and negotiated. In Example 7 below, the tentativeness expressed by Seri when she 
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describes sitting down together to a meal with non-Muslim friends who consume non-
halal food generally reflects the tolerable discomfort faced by many Muslims in 
public spaces as they interact with non-Muslims.  
Example 7 
96 Seri: you know so I always ask myself you know  
97  dengan pendedahan sekolah you know 
with      exposure      school 
(with school exposure) 
98 Yurni: mhmm 
99 Seri: multiracial society you kawan   macam-macam orang you know 
                                      friends  all sorts             people 
(in a multiracial society, you mix with people of all ethnicities and 
religions)  
100 Yurni: mhmm 
101 Seri: kalau  dulu            kita kalau makan 
if         in the past  we  if        eat 
(In the past, whenever we eat) 
102  mesti tak nak  makan sebelah kawan kita punya Chinese [food kan  
must not want eat       next      friend  our                                   right 
(we wouldn’t eat next to our non-Muslim friend eating non-halal food) 
103 Yurni:                                                                                             [yeah 
104 Seri: dekat school canteen kan [kita separate 
at                                      right 
(At the school canteen, we sat separately, didn’t we?) 
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105 Yurni:                                                  [mhmm 
106 Seri: sekarang kita sit next to [each other 
now         we 
(Now we sit next to each other) 
107 Yurni:                                         [to each other 
108 Seri: because of what (.) the word tolerance 
  
In lines 101 to 102, and 104 specifically, there is no need for Seri to explain to 
me why she once chose to sit separately from non-Muslims, and here she specifically 
mentions “Chinese food” that are generally prepared using ingredients like pork and 
animal products that are not slaughtered according to Islamic rites, and hence haram. 
In a way, she is alluding to the widespread ethnoreligious positioning with implicit 
reference to the notion of Malayness – that if one is Chinese, one is not likely to be a 
Muslim. By speaking in Malay as she does this social positioning, she is situating her 
utterances within the belief and value system that she assumes she shares with me, a 
Malay-Muslim researcher.  
As Seri speaks of her past experiences when she segregated herself from her 
non-Muslim friends because they were consuming food that would be considered 
‘impure’, she switches naturally to Malay in line 101 when talking about such things 
as part of her Malay habitus. The act of separating oneself during meals then would 
be something that the cosmopolitan and secular state discourages now. Seri’s 
codeswitching to Malay to express her discomfort about having non-halal food in her 
proximity seen in her first three turns is a distancing strategy from a non-Muslim’s 
dining choices, while serving to align herself with Malay-Muslims in general. In line 
106, Seri is subsequently seen to align herself with the state’s position on the 
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assimilation of Malays when she switches back to English intra-utterance. It appears 
that she is reproducing the state’s position on the need for tolerance amongst the 
different communities and religions, although somewhat complaining that she is 
expected to tolerate eating together now as part of her national identity in line 108. 
This is seen in the varidirectional voicing of the government’s discourse on 
“tolerance” where her phrase “what[’s] the word” indexes a disalignment from the 
state’s stance. The sense here is that she does not wholeheartedly adopt this idea of 
having non-Muslims eating non-halal food next to her as suggested by the pause “(.)” 
and followed by the lengthening of the final syllable in the word “tolerance”. Still she 
continues to rationalize that Muslims should ignore any discomfort of sitting next to a 
non-Muslim colleague or classmate who is consuming non-halal food because it is 
more important to show tolerance.  
This tension is further played out in example 8 below where Seri further 
describes her reaction to such a situation. Prior to this segment that occurs sometime 
after example 7, Seri asserted that she had no qualms about working on projects with 
friends of other ethnicity when she first started learning the different kinds of dance. 
In fact, she had collaborated with many renowned choreographers of different 
ethnicities and religious beliefs since her first involvement in dance in 1960s. 
However, despite working extensively with other non-Malay choreographers, in this 
example 8, Seri further alludes to her discomfort with having non-halal food near her 
as an extension of her stance in example 7. 
Example 8 
228 Seri: so I think I don't face that (.)  
(i.e., I have no problem working with non-Malays.) 
229  masalah tu    cuma (.)  
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problem that only 
(The only problem is) 
230  I know lah juga kalau dalam uh kita may-  
            DP also  if        in            we 
(I know if we are in the midst of-) 
231  I mean dalam kehidupan pergaulan   kita  
            in        life            socializing  our 
(I mean in life when we are socializing with others)  
232  we are very particular about uh makan eh 
                                                    eating DP 
(we are very concerned when it comes to eating together with them.)  
233 Yurni: yeah 
234 Seri: bau    sikit     pun   tak boleh  
smell a little  also  not  able 
(A little smell of the non-halal food would put us off) 
235  [you know that kind of thing 
236 Yurni: [mhmm mhmm mhmm mhmm 
237 Seri: so because of the second thought ((you)) know  
238  kita tak nak (.) offend them  
we not (.) want-  
(We don’t want to offend them) 
239  so it's just like you know (.)  
240  ok (.) sit together whatever you eat then  
241  walaupun kadang-kadang masih ada       rasa bau-  
although   sometimes         still    there is  feel  smell 
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(although sometimes with the smell I would feel ) 
242  dia punya uh (.) [cringing]  geli-geman @@@@ 
its                                        off-putting 
(it is off-putting for me) 
 
In the above example, Seri makes explicit and confirms her earlier stance on the 
government’s discourse on tolerance concerning eating together. As the interview 
took place about a year after Lee’s statement on the need for Muslims to be less strict 
with their practices was published in the book commonly referred to as Hard Truths 
mentioned in section 6.2, and that the statement had riled up many in the Malay 
community because little was done on his part to make amends, Seri’s reaction here 
clearly reflects the still ongoing unhappiness of the community concerning that 
statement by Lee. She begins by making clear that she is happy to be working with 
people of other ethnicity given her long involvement in the national dance scene in 
line 228. Having said that, Seri then cues her upcoming stance work in line 229, when 
she establishes that what she is about to say is the only problematic thing concerning 
the state’s discourse on assimilation. She then hedges her complaint and unhappiness 
towards the Lee’s idea of tolerance as a means of self-censorship through the use of 
discourse particle lah in line 230, and abandoning that turn by attempting to do a 
repair with “I mean” before switching to Malay to contextualize her apprehension in 
line 231, considering that Lee was an authoritative and influential statesman that all 
Singaporeans are expected to recognize and not criticize. This switch is significant 
because she is not only aligning herself with the ethnoreligious stance on what is 
deemed as halal or permissible, but also the general sentiments of the community 
concerning Lee’s negative remark about the ‘exclusivity’ of the Malays, i.e, their 
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perceived unwillingness to integrate with the non-Muslims, seen to be tacitly 
subscribed to by the government in general. Her apprehension at having a meal with 
non-Muslims having non-halal food is despite her generally cosmopolitan outlook 
that she has painstakingly projected prior to this segment and elsewhere in the 
interview and other interactions not illustrated here. Her turns in lines 234, 241 and 
242 that are said entirely in Malay are acts of social positioning where her 
ethnoreligious alignment is made salient as a means to distance herself from the state-
prescribed idea of tolerance. Her compliance with this state’s expectation is carried 
out somewhat begrudgingly when she feels that it is her obligation to do so given her 
ethnic minority position in multicultural and secularized Singapore that tacitly 
requires her to assimilate with the (values of the) majority as seen in line 238 when 
she says, “kita tak nak offend them” (we don’t want to offend them).   
Her disalignment with the state’s discourse on tolerance suggested by line 108 
in example 7 is overtly displayed here in line 242 by her act of cringing that precedes 
the Malay adjective “geli-geman” (put-off) to demonstrate how she is repulsed by 
presumably the smell and sight of pork, something that is not only prohibited in the 
Quran for Muslims to consume, but also considered ‘dirty’ or impure, and hence 
sinful if consumed. The source of her anxiety when it comes to embracing the idea of 
tolerance as expected by the government has not so much to do with collaborating 
with people of other ethnicities and religious beliefs; rather, it concerns her cultural 
and religious dietary practices which are fundamental to her Muslim identity and 
cannot be compromised.  
The pressure to ‘assimilate’ or ‘integrate’ is often invoked in national identity 
discourse, and in this segment of the interview, she implicitly alludes to Lee’s 
comment concerning Muslims now refusing to sit next to non-Muslims during meals 
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when they supposedly used to in the past during his younger days as prime minister. 
This highlights the sensitive nature of the subject of (non-)halal food to the Malays, 
something that she is also uneasy about, and it points to the tensions that arise from 
wanting to comply with state’s ideological stance on ‘multiraciality’, especially when 
Lee highlighted that the ‘exclusivity’ of the Malays had to do with heightened 
religiosity among Malays (Han, et al. 2011: 234).  Her laughter at the end of her turn 
in line 242 serves to soften her reaction, and also to appear non-imposing, given her 
concern that she does not want to offend the non-Muslims who consume these foods, 
because cringing and the word “geli-geman” can be interpreted to be strong reactions 
of disapproval, or even insult on her part. It is also with this mind that she carefully 
hedges her turns in this segment and switches into Malay as an attempt to draw on my 
solidarity, given our shared ethnoreligious positioning. 
 
6.5 Discussion 
Time and again, the community finds themselves being cast as different from 
the rest of Singaporeans because of their cultural and religious practices. The 
anxieties displayed by Yusman and Seri are lived every day as they negotiate their 
ethnoreligious positioning with the more cosmopolitan worldview expected of them. 
The distribution of linguistic resources in the different domains are based on language 
ideologies that mediate the discursive practices of the members of the community and 
contribute to the Malay language’s resilience and stability as the linguistic marker of 
Muslimness. One resource common among all participants in their negotiation of 
these stances is the codeswitching between Malay and English as they traverse the 
different identities and sociopolitical boundaries associated with the English and 
Malay (Chew, 2013b, p. 382). However, these negotiations are not only reflected in 
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their language choices as they articulate their utterances in the interview, but also in 
the reflexivity and subjectivity displayed as they abandon their turns, in their false 
starts, repairs and laughters, suggesting the awkward position that Malay-Muslims 
occupy in multicultural Singapore where they are perceived to be “distinct and 
separate”, to quote Lee Kuan Yew, despite not “[causing] any trouble” (Han, et al., 
2010, p. 228). 
 Ethnolinguistic and religious conflation frames the stancetaking acts in the 
discursive practices of Muslims in Singapore. Such ideological framing that shapes 
these stancetaking acts will shed light on how religion, ethnicity and discursive 
practices affect the social dynamics of Muslims in Singapore vis-à-vis the twin 
processes of sacrilization and secularization, particularly for the majority of whom are 
Malays. The examples discussed in this chapter illustrate these negotiations or 
contestations of positionings of Malayness that pertain to cosmopolitanism as 
expected by the state, and to ethnoreligious traditions and values of the Malays that 
transcend the national identity. This underscores the value of the interactional 
practices of the participants as sites where such tensions within the Malay community 
can be observed.  
The state’s approach to managing multiculturalism and promoting social 
integration by emphasizing tolerance and assimilation only serves to accentuate the 
real political tension that Malays need to deal with where the tension is not just due to 
two incongruent concepts of cosmopolitanism and religiosity, but a lived one. The 
clear demarcation between the public, secular spaces of multicultural society, and the 
private, sacred spaces of religious practices leads to problematic consequences for the 
Malay community as seen in the tudung issue, and the accusation of the Malays as 
being “exclusive” because of their cultural practices by Lee Kuan Yew.  
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Chapter 7 Conclusion 
 
In official discourse, the Malay community has been constructed as separate 
and distinct from the other ethnic communities in Singapore, especially in terms of its 
socioeconomic performance, where it gets portrayed as the least achieving community 
in education, as well as in its sociocultural practices of observing religious 
obligations. Such construance of the Malay community is further accentuated by its 
minority status. With the reproduction of Malay stereotypes through official 
discourse, the analysis in this dissertation shows participants’ efforts to dissociate 
themselves from prevailing stereotypes through discursive strategies of self-
identification to either contest or negotiate prevailing social stereotypes in their 
attempt to be accepted as part of mainstream society. While they are expected to 
integrate with other Singaporeans and live up to the meritocratic ideals of the state as 
Singaporeans, the ethnic essentializing Malays are subject to inevitably positions 
them in the periphery at various levels.  
In terms of theoretical dimensions, this study has taken the approach of social 
positionings rather than fixed identities in accounting for observed identity 
construction strategies. This is significant because it makes visible the simultaneous 
management of different positionings through the deployment of one’s available 
linguistic repertoire, as well as the consequences of such management strategies given 
the uneven access to linguistic capital acquisition. Participants attempt to disalign 
from Malay figures of personhood to project their aspirations that differ from the way 
Malays tend get portrayed. However, this is carried out with varying degrees of 
success because of the uneven access to symbolic capital as reflected in the truncated 
repertoires of certain speakers from lower socioeconomic background. This leads us 
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to question if social mobility can be simply achieved through hard work and 
retraining, i.e., meritocratic and neoliberal ideals. 
For the micro-business group, the dimension of linguistic insecurity analyzed 
in this dissertation allows us to uncover the tensions underlying the working of 
training programmes organized by self-help groups that would have otherwise 
remained invisible in macro-level sociological surveys. While the meritocratic 
assumption of hard work as a desired trait for success have always been positioned by 
the government as a just way out of the socioeconomic marginality, the linguistic 
insecurity demonstrated by the participants of the micro-business programme seems 
to suggest an uneven playing field. The participants’ attempt to index their social 
positions with limited possession of the privileged register goes to show that the rosy 
promise of social advancement through the training provided by the self-help 
organization would not be easily achievable, given that not all the participants would 
have access to what counts as valued symbolic capital, in this case competence in the 
business register of the English language. Without linguistic capital, participants from 
the micro-business programme cannot participate in specific classroom discourse that 
is central to one’s cultural capital accumulation. Activities such as writing up business 
plans, doing business accountings, or clinching business deals with potential partners 
would prove to be beyond these participants if they lack the linguistic capital. In the 
end, we wonder how many actually benefit and manage to run a successful home 
business, or see an improvement in sales and household income to the point that it 
improves the family’s standards of living as hoped. Any failure on their part can be 
easily dismissed as lack of motivation or effort following the meritocratic ideals that 
justify the state’s neoliberal stance.  
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While some of these participants may eventually get featured as ‘success 
stories’ of the community in the self-help organization’s website, or the local Malay 
newspaper, the question remains as to how much cultural or even symbolic capital 
they will acquire for them to compete on an equal footing with many other 
enterprising individuals (of different ethnicities), and to position themselves well in 
the globalized market economy. The ideology of meritocracy upheld by the state and 
reproduced through neoliberal practices of having ethnic-based self-help groups to 
look into the socioeconomic progress of their respective communities absolves the 
state of any responsibility towards particular marginalized groups in terms of 
narrowing the income gap. Some of the participants may have grown up in the early 
years of independence when English had just been introduced in national schools, 
hence they may not be as competent in English as the younger generation would be; 
for these participants to acquire English competence at their current age to benefit 
much more from such classes requires significant investment of time and money for 
private lessons, on top of their responsibilities of feeding their families. But more 
importantly, from a linguistic perspective, the truncated repertoire of the micro-
business participants also places them at a disadvantage when they seek to accumulate 
the social capital needed to expand their business ventures. The anxiety that is 
manifest in their interactional practices as they try very hard to project a confident, 
eloquent, businessperson image bears witness to the marginal and peripheral spaces 
they occupy in Singapore vis-à-vis other ethnic groups.  
Contrary to how Malays have always been stereotyped – lazy, unmotivated 
and unambitious – these participants like many others, have high aspirations. Aligning 
themselves with the state’s emphasis on retraining as a means to improve one’s 
employability and as an insurance against financial uncertainties in globalized 
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economy, they eagerly signed up for such self-improvement courses. However, in 
reality, they continue to be excluded from certain social domains because they lack 
the legitimate competence (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 55). Their position remains peripheral 
as long as they do not have the required linguistic and cultural capital. It is the state’s 
responsibility to ensure equal access to valued cultural and social capital through 
state-funded continuing education for adults, and that the “socioeconomic 
inequalities, the barriers to fair competition, and [the] divergent life chances” (Tan, 
2008, p. 11) are taken into consideration in the reassessment of the state’s stand on 
meritocracy.  
Singapore’s preoccupation with economic progress has led to the assessment 
of individual ethnic community based solely on its economic contributions. As a 
result, entrepreneurship is construed as key to boosting social mobility in the Malay 
community. Many small home businesses have proliferated within the Malay 
community in an attempt to supplement household incomes in order to ‘catch up’ with 
the other communities, but failed ventures also abound. Without much capital to 
invest, the scale of their business venture and market will remain small and limited. 
Failed businesses, however, are often attributed to mismanagement as a result of 
incompetence or lack of skills and knowledge, rather than lack of access to various 
capital – cultural, economic, linguistic, and social, for instance. This is where the 
micro-business programme comes in to equip those with low household incomes and 
educational qualifications with the skills to run a home business. However, in a 
globalized economy like Singapore where flow of cheap labour and technology bring 
about cheaper, mass-produced substitutes in the market, even small home businesses 
will have to struggle to remain afloat. But unless one addresses the uneven access to 
various capital and opportunities, it is unfair to assess the success of a community 
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based solely on economic contribution, as this will further single out the Malay 
community. 
Globalization serves to divide and segregate those who are mobile spatially 
and socially from the non-mobile. In the global capitalistic market, capital possession 
is key to mobility; despite having the same aspirations shaped by neoliberal ideals, the 
ones without the necessary capital remains immobile and further separated from the 
mobile. This connects to Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s remark that the 
benchmark for success that the Malay community is striving towards is now a moving 
target cited in Chapter 5, section 5.1. While we cannot deny the hard work the 
‘successful’ ones put in, we have to also acknowledge that they have some symbolic 
capital to begin with, like in the case of Adam and Yusman. Even as individuals 
attempt to manage their different positionings, their linguistic habitus plays a role in 
their social and spatial mobility. We have seen how individuals like Adam, Yusman 
and even Seri as the director of a dance company are more socioeconomically secure 
as their globalist outlook has taken them beyond the shores of Singapore island in 
their professions, compared to Zarina, Salma, Warda and Janah whose mismatch 
between aspirations and capital possession only serve to localize them further into a 
particularistic social position that they seek to break away from. Their negotiations of 
stances to the different positionings, i.e., Malay figure of personhood and the 
successful figure of personhood, are responses to the homogenizing ideology and 
tendencies that pigeonhole people into discrete blocs of ethnicity. 
While the participants from the dance group, on the other hand, may seem to 
be better off in terms of cultural capital acquisition, there is still much anxiety on their 
part in terms of projecting a Malay identity that adheres to the sociocultural and 
religious expectations of being Malay, without aligning themselves with the Malay 
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stereotype. Their role in promoting and preserving the different aspects Malay culture 
through their activities may seem to be in conflict with the expectations of them to 
demonstrate their cosmopolitan identity that positions them as more liberal and 
forward-looking than the Malay stereotype. As a result, they struggle in their 
conscious effort to index Malayness through their use of Malay in their utterances as 
they negotiate their stances towards a cosmopolitan positioning. It is this frequent 
codeswitching where they slip into English in their utterances even with another 
Malay that is a constant reminder of the oft-heard argument against the overemphasis 
of English beyond education and work. The moral panic concerning the seemingly 
rampant mixing of Malay and English deemed as a contamination of the language 
(along with religion and culture) positions such codeswitching as supposedly bringing 
about the erosion of moral values for the Malay community already plagued by social 
problems, and thus missing the point concerning the distinctness of Malays entirely, 
especially when it concerns the conflict with regard to preserving the Muslim identity 
and integrating with the rest of the population. It does not help that Malays are 
constantly essentialized through their ethnicity that transcends national identity, and 
yet is expected to be a neoliberal subject of the state who fit into Singapore’s nation-
building narrative. There is, in fact, much tension between the ethnic, religious and 
national identities expected of Singapore Malays. Contrary to the prediction that 
globalization and cosmopolitanism will bring about secularization of society 
(Mutalib, 2012, p. 61), the ethnographic data from this study suggest that 
ethnoreligious positionings can become more accentuated in multicultural Singapore 
as a result of participants’ management of these contesting identities.  
It was never part of the Singapore’s government’s agenda to conflate the 
Malay language, the national language of Singapore, with Islam, given its 
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commitment to secularism. The government is pragmatic in recognizing it as an 
official language that represents the Malay community without explicit reference to 
Islam, given the geopolitical position that Singapore occupies. To officially uphold 
Malay as the language that marks the ethnicity of the Malay community, and make 
necessary provisions to ensure equality among the different ethnic groups have 
always been part of its effort in managing multiculturalism and potential tensions in 
the region. In a city-state of majority Chinese population, Malay language and its 
maintenance become crucial to this minority group’s religio-cultural preservation. 
Deploying bilingual resources from both English and Malay in their discursive 
practices, the participants discussed in this dissertation invoke both the notion of 
Malay nationhood and state multiculturalism/ pluralism. At the same time, such 
strategy of language mixing also serves to manage the tensions surrounding the 
performance of the two seemingly opposing identities (Heller, 2006, p. 17). 
Continued use of Malay in religious domains to indicate one's adherence to religious 
traditions, cultural beliefs and values is a crucial community-level language 
maintenance process as it contributes towards the preservation of the Malay 
community’s religious-cultural integrity. Singapore as a secular state does not favour 
or privilege one religion over another, and people are generally cautious in speaking 
about religion openly in public and insisting on their specific ‘religious rights’. 
Hence, the maintenance of the co-sanctified Malay language that has also come to 
index Muslimness in this part of Southeast Asia for centuries will continue to persist 
in its importance, given the geopolitical presence of Malay-speaking Muslim 
countries in this region. The participants in this study have shown that the Malays 
have a way of negotiating the ‘Islamic’ aspect of their identities through language, 
given the emphasis on cultural preservation and the accompanying multilingual 
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provisions in Singapore. While such negotiations may be invisible to the eye when 
one looks at the macrosociological data in population census concerning the language 
use and preferences Singaporeans, it becomes apparent when one scrutinizes the 
interactional practices of the Malays. 
This study has shown that the notion of Malayness is best captured as fluid 
and contingent is terms of its configurations of stances, rather than essentialized 
ethnolinguistic and religious delineation because identities are continuously 
constructed and renewed as they are locally and globally situated, and as actors are 
positioned in the linguistic markets that determine the capital value of the competing 
languages. Malayness is negotiated in terms of how its associated values are aligned 
with the pluralist and neoliberal ideals of the state, rather than simply accepted as a 
given which can give rise to contradictions in the framings of the Malay language by 
the language authority. Tensions surrounding the state’s essentializing of identities as 
seen in the participants’ appropriation of the available linguistic resources in their 
repertoires in their alignment and disalignment with state and other prevailing 
ideologies, point to the need for the CMIO model in managing multiculturalism to be 
relooked. The framing of the official languages as intrinsic attributes of associated 
social groups no longer holds in global, cosmopolitan Singapore. Instead languages 
are now perceived as having symbolic, as well as the material values in various 
linguistic markets, which brings into the spotlight the question of ‘access’ to such 
capital, something that the state cannot afford to evade in order to maintain the 
legitimacy of the bilingual policy. In addition, contrary to Singapore’s claim of 
cosmopolitanism, ethnic delineation persists as a way to manage that pluralistic 
society, ignoring the “reality of a fluid, fractured landscape which Singapore as a 
global city typifies” (Yeoh, 2004, p. 2437) with the presence of a large pool of foreign 
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talent that does not fit easily into the CMIO model especially where the bilingual 
policy is concerned. This may, eventually, no longer justify the principles behind 
Singapore’s bilingual policy concerning mother tongues. Also, the functional 
polarization of languages that rationalizes the continued implementation of the 
bilingual policy according to ethnolinguistic delineation would not hold water 
because Mandarin is now seen to serve the same economic function as English does.  
From the discussions that arise in this study, the state’s primordialist 
conception of language as cultural object of inheritance, to be possessed by the 
speakers, now becomes problematic when certain languages are promoted as having 
economic value and are tied symbolic and material markets (Stroud & Wee, 2010, p. 
186), and when speakers are construed as actors having some agency over choices. 
This requires a breaking away from the binary notion of functional polarization of 
languages in Singapore’s multicultural context. However, the unequal linguistic value 
of official languages has been largely ignored especially in light of the struggle for 
capital attainment in addressing issues of pride, language ownership, relevance and 
profit, as well as the mother tongue-values equation. In other words, languages in late 
modernity get evaluated in terms of their currency in both the symbolic and affective 
tems, as well as material markets they are used in, and considerations for their market 
value should go into the language promotion efforts by various government agencies, 
rather than a top-down imposition of standard varieties packaged as ‘mother tongues’ 
that only serves to distance speakers from languages that have been crucial to 
maintaining their sociocultural integrity at the community level in a globalized world. 
So, for instance, the push for sebutan baku as the authentic tongue for Singapore 
Malays backfires because the community hardly speaks it beyond the Malay language 
classroom in school; it is regarded as ‘foreign’ to the real Singapore Malay linguistic 
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identity – the Johor-Riau variety that has been spoken for generations. The way to go 
is to remove the sebutan baku because it is only used in the classroom and the 
broadcast media. Beyond these domains, as Malays go about their lives, they use the 
Johor-Riau variety among themselves as the sebutan baku is seen as irrelevant. Even 
the clerics at the mosque and religious classes maintain the Johor-Riau variety in the 
delivery of their sermons and lessons. After all, except for the pronunciation aspect, 
both varieties still abide by the standard Malay grammar rules in formal contexts. 
To ensure the continued relevance of the Malay language, one approach is to 
do away with top-down impositions of artificial standards that the majority of the 
Malay community does not align with, like the implementation of the sebutan baku 
that will further isolate the Malays in Singapore from the larger Malay nationhood. 
This is especially so when there is no perceived relevance for this variety even within 
the larger Malay nationhood where the different local communities have their own 
standards that they recognize and use extensively. At the same time, while efforts at 
encouraging the mastery of mother tongues, including Malay, should continue, the 
space for learning other languages for the acquisition of linguistic capital in the 
globalized economy should also be made more accessible to all in school, not just the 
top students. It is through the learning of other languages that one can come to 
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